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Land is material, acquiring meaning and facilitating transcendence. In the technical 
terminology provided by Material Religion, land is ascribed agency and people animate 
land with meaning. 
Scannell and Gifford (2014) provide a useful framework for understanding and 
evaluating place attachment, augmented by Sebastien (2020), who provides a graphical 
representation of the relationship between place identity (an indication of perception), 
place dependence (an indication of preservation), and place attachment. This 
framework is used to appreciate how place attachment is expressed in the ancient texts 
of Psalm 37 and Matthew’s Beatitudes. 
A discussion of land reform policy and practice sets the scene for understanding the 
modern perceptions on land (de) attachment. A brief survey of international theological 
discourse provided by Wright, Habel, Brueggemann and Chapman is explored to 
appreciate how modern views understand place attachment. Theological perspectives 
offered by Maluleke, Tsele and Butler are reviewed in order to determine how the lens 
of Material Religion cum Place Attachment can inform land reform in South Africa.  
Although the modern authors recognize the agency of land, and provide valuable 
ideological contributions and guidance on attitude towards land, there is little 
acknowledgement of the psychological processes or benefits of place attachment. Thus, 
the framework provided by Material Religion cum Place Attachment provides useful 
insight to the theology of land and the practice of land reform. On the basis of the 
research it is possible to provide some key implications for the Anglican Church of 
Southern Africa in addressing its own land holdings and role in the land reform process. 
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“Wherever you are, be the soul of that place” – Rumi 
1.1.  ORIGINS OF RESEARCH 
The Bino family of Kowa (formerly Elliot) in the Eastern Cape was a land reform redistribution 
beneficiary of 500 hectares of rugged land twenty years ago. They have successfully built up 
stock of 100 cattle and even more sheep. However, there is no electricity or municipal water 
on the farm, and it is only accessible using a 4x4 vehicle. Despite these difficulties and 
limitations, the family is not interested in moving 20km to Kowa where they could have access 
to municipal services and greater assistance for their wheelchair-bound son (Majavu 2020). 
In 2013 Errol April received 211 hectares of prime agricultural land in Greyton, the Southern 
Cape wine region, as part of the government’s land redistribution programme. He uses less 
than a quarter of his land, but is able to turn a profit selling apples and pears to European 
customers. April would be happy to share his land with others, especially with those in the rural 
areas suffering food insecurity, but believes the biggest obstacles to sharing land are political 
expediency and a mixture of fear and greed (Orderson et al. 2019). 
The ancestors of Anglican Archbishop Thabo Makgoba were driven out of the Makgoba’s 
Kloof in the 1890s. The descendants now live at Tlhabine, in the Lowveld, an area barren by 
comparison, and characterised by deprivation and dispossession. Despite the clan receiving 
some land in terms of the land reform programme, dissension among them has resulted in some 
of the country’s most productive tea estates lying derelict for a number of years. As a 
psychologist, Makgoba understands the importance of the emotional component of the land 
reform debate and the scars in the psyche resulting from the seizure of land. He acknowledges 
that the restoration of land will not necessarily address the damage wrought by the loss thereof 
(Makgoba 2018a). 
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While land reform has strong political and economic arguments, what is the emotional 
component of the land reform debate? What is it that makes the Bino family want to stay on 
the farm they have received, in spite of the challenges? What is it that allows April to be willing 
to share his land with others? Why are the emotional scars of the Makgoba clan still real after 
130 years, despite having received alternative land? What is it about land that animates it, 
enables it to mediate meanings and makes it more than mere dirt? The thirteenth-century quote 
by Rumi at the beginning of the chapter recognises that place is shaped by its inhabitants, but 
land in turn creates “soul” by mediating meanings ascribed to it by people. The challenge of 
this research is to understand how and why people are attached to certain pieces of land.  
As a significant landowner, what should the church be doing with its landholdings to contribute 
to economic transformation and social cohesion within South Africa? There are people who 
resided on the land before it was acquired by the church. Different communities have used and 
worshipped on the land over the years. There are also surrounding communities which may not 
have had access to the church land. Apart from socio-economics, what is the emotional-
psychological impact on these communities being barred from their ancestral land? 
The Bible is “primarily concerned with the issue of being displaced and yearning for place” 
(Brueggemann 2002:2). The use and possession or dispossession of land has moulded human 
behaviour and belief. The desire for conquest of additional land has led to war, creating victors 
but also leaving others destitute and homeless. Over time, and with historical nuance, space 
becomes place (Brueggemann 2002:4). Despite being inanimate, land can take on “agency” 
and meaning for those who have a relationship with it (see Milbank et al. 1999 and Ward 2017). 
It is far more than a purely economic or political commodity. However, decisions regarding 
land, particularly when it concerns the land with which someone else is associated, are often 
made without cognisance of the deep-seated physical, psychological and spiritual attachment 
to that place. 
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1.2.  RESEARCH QUESTION AND AIM OF STUDY  
Using the theoretical framework provided by material religion cum Place Attachment (Meyer 
2014; Scannell & Gifford 2014; 2017; Viviers 2019a and 2019b), this study will investigate 
both ancient and modern views on how bonds are forged with land. For the ancient focus Psalm 
37 and Matthew 5:1-12 have been selected, because both texts speak of the importance of the 
inheritance of land: the first embedded in the here and now and the second in the assumedly 
“hereafter.” Both texts will be analysed according to Place Attachment Theory within the 
broader frame of materiality, in order to discern the extent to which place attachment (and 
detachment) was intuitively recognised by the ancient biblical authors.  
Place Attachment has a three-dimensional framework for analysis: “Who” (people) were 
attached to the land? “What place” (land) were the people attached to? How did “Psychological 
Processes” assist them to form land attachment? The Old Testament has a strong appreciation 
of land (materiality), the New Testament less so. The New Testament does not explicitly 
concern itself with land as a theme, and New Testament scholarship seems to have bypassed it 
as a topic for discussion. However, land is one of the major symbols (along with the Temple 
and Torah) which needs to be examined in order to understand first-century Judaism and 
Christianity (Wright 1992:226). The limited references to land in the New Testament have 
created a modern, interpretive spiritualization of land often referred to as a questionable 
“heavenism” (Habel 2009:34). However, in recent decades the concepts of material religion 
and place attachment have challenged this one-sided spiritualisation of land – land is now 
understood as an important (material) “mediating” component in addition to the relationship 
between God and God’s people. 
This study will also focus on some modern Christian perspectives on land. Some scholars like 
Brueggemann (1984; 1995; 2002), Wright (1992) and Habel (1995) have focused on biblical 
texts but also on topical contemporary issues in regard to land. Maluleke (2008, 2013) and 
Tsele and Butler (2013) have examined the South African theological context of land. These 
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authors and selected others (see below) all have in common the bond between land, people and 
the “transcendent” (God). They also recognise the mobility and transience of modern, 
particularly urban populations. However, the extent to which place attachment occurs, even in 
a short space of time, is seldom acknowledged in these writings. In spite of modern mobility, 
the place attachment categories of people, place and psychological processes are nonetheless 
useful analytical tools together with the outcomes of place attachment which are important 
indicators for evaluation. In this context of high transitionality it is equally important to 
understand what happens when there is detachment from the land (both physically and 
mentally) and how that affects belief. Moreover, do modern authors and policy formulators 
adequately recognise the “agency” of land (as matter) as emphasized by material religion, not 
only as an object in the often whimsical hands of humans, but also a mediating and “shaping 
subject” of their identity and symbolic universes. A specific focus of this study is to ascertain 
whether these deliberations recognise the depth of connection suggested by materiality cum 
Place Attachment, and to determine the implications for churches that have land and a moral 
responsibility to participate in the land reform process.  
The aim of this study is therefore to apply the “lens” of materiality cum Place Attachment to 
some ancient views (Psalm 37; Matthew 5:1-12) and a few selected modern deliberations on 
land (e.g. Brueggemann, Habel, Tsele and Butler, Maluleke).  
The research questions for this master’s dissertation are:  
 How is land and its relationships understood by different groups of people at different 
points in time? 
 What informs attachment or detachment of people to particular pieces of land? 
 Based on an understanding of materiality and Place Attachment as applied to land, how 
should the church use or dispose of its land? 
- Moral obligation and support of the equitable distribution of land; 
- The church’s relationship with the historic users of the land; 
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- As a custodian of land for future generations. 
The objectives of the research are as follows: 
 Investigate what ancient texts (Psalm 37 and Matthew 5:1-12) say about land in terms of 
materiality and Place Attachment. 
 Examine the context of land reform in South Africa, and the extent to which it recognises 
the materiality of land and place attachment. 
 Examine the extent to which some modern authors (Brueggemann, Habel, Tsele and 
Butler, Maluleke) recognise land attachment and detachment in terms of materiality and 
Place Attachment. 
 Contribute to the debate on the future of church land in South Africa, particularly in terms 
of attachment and detachment to land. 
1.3.  THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  
The broad conceptual framework for this study is provided by material religion (informed inter 
alia by cultural anthropology), represented by the graphic below. The outer sphere denotes the 
rapidly expanding field of material religion which includes a vast number of components 
(material objects) that may be used in the making and practicing of religion. Such components 
may include physical objects (e.g. bodies, land), symbolic objects (e.g. icons, gender, race) and 
senses (e.g. taste, smell, sound, touch and vision) where these material objects acquire meaning 
and facilitate transcendence for their users. In this study, the aspect of material religion that 
will be examined is that of Place Attachment, as provided by Scannell and Gifford. If material 
religion is metaphorically placed under the microscope, the particles that comprise Place 
Attachment are People, Place and Process. It is the interrelationships and interactions between 
these particles that defines Place Attachment, as discussed in more detail below:    
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Figure 1 Place Attachment in relation to Material Religion 
1.3.1.  The Framework of Material Religion cum Place Attachment 
Material religion links to the field of semiotic ideology which manifests the fundamental 
human reflexive dimension to make meaning, based on underlying assumptions and values 
which they ascribe to (inter alia) “material signs” (Keane 2018:65). The material object may 
be an icon, ritual, picture (particularly familiar within the Roman Catholic tradition), nature, 
land, body, etc. These objects do not have intrinsic meanings but are “animated” through 
interpretive and authenticating (e.g. ritualization) processes (Chidester 2018:4-5), ascribing 
meaning to them and changing them into “things” (that matter). The Protestant tradition has 
tended to ignore the use of external objects as an aid to deepening spirituality, and has focused 
rather on the internal thought-processes, concepts or beliefs as a means to spiritual depth. 
However, this mentalistic bias is inadequate in terms of everyday religiosities where both 
internal and external beliefs appear to be mutually important (Meyer 2014:210). The increased 
consideration given to material religion over the last few decades is testament to the increasing 
awareness of the need to acknowledge the importance of external and material influences, 
7 
including land. It is the meaning that is ascribed to the land by the interested and affected 
individuals/communities that ties people to the land, rather than the land itself.  
Within this broad frame of material religion, the psychological theory of Place Attachment 
describes the process of how intricate bonds are forged with land. Place Attachment is 
described by Scannell and Gifford (2014:274) as the cognitive-emotional bond (sense of place) 
that people develop towards places. The degree of attachment tends to strengthen with iterative 
positive interactions and memories. It is both the physical and cultural characteristics combined 
with the affective perceptions and functional needs that together shape place attachment (Ujang 
& Zakariya 2015:374). Over time, a particular place becomes a referent, and provides an 
individual and community with a sense of continuity (place-referent continuity; Scannell & 
Gifford 2014:278). Places of worship, sacred structures, burial sites, places in nature and 
mythical sites aptly illustrate the relationship between religion and place attachment (Scannell 
& Gifford 2014:284). Sebastien (2020) contributes to Scannell and Gifford’s framework for 
evaluating the extent of place attachment by graphically representing the relationship between 
place identity, place dependence and place attachment. 
For Sebastien (2020:204), a place is a space that is significant because of individual, collective 
or cultural processes, through memories, symbols or experiences that have been lived in that 
space. A place is shaped physically and psychologically/spiritually by its inhabitants, but place 
also shapes the inhabitants as it mediates the meanings ascribed to it (see Meyer 2014). Put 
another way, places are ascribed agency, and people animate them with endowed meaning 
(Viviers 2019a:5). While it is people’s experiences and ideas that transform spaces into 
meaningful places, it is both objective and subjective aspects that affect the relationship 
between humans and their natural habitat (Sebastien 2020:204). Places are also repositories 
and contexts that facilitate inter-personal, community and cultural relationships (Hidalgo & 
Hernandez 2001:275). Humans are therefore place-makers and meaning-makers, but place is 
also a co-creator of who people are or become.  
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Place attachment is a positive bond between an individual and a specific place, reflected in the 
tendency of the individual to maintain closeness to the place (Hidalgo & Hernandez 2001:274). 
The emotional connection to place tends to be long-term, but may vary over time as an 
individual’s identity and dependence changes (Sebastien 2020:206). Place attachment 
integrates psychology and specificity of place (Scannell & Gifford 2014:275).   
Sebastien (2020:204) notes that there is confusion amongst the numerous and overlapping 
terms used to understand people-place interactions. For the purposes of this research, the 
terminology used by Scannell and Gifford will be used, since the theoretical framework is 
formed around their contribution to the field of place attachment. Sebastien (2020:204) argues 
that people-place interactions are more commonly seen through social ties than through spatial 
ties. As a result, “relation to a place is therefore studied as a product of shared cultural processes 
rather than as the result of perceptions anchored in the place’s physical characteristics, the real 
distinction between the social and the physical rarely being established in the literature” 
(Sebastien 2020:205). In this regard, Sebastien’s contribution of spatial insights will be used to 
augment the psychological inclination of the Scannell and Gifford framework.  
In order to systematize the dearth of attachment studies that have appeared over the past three 
decades, Scannell and Gifford (2014:274) developed a three-dimensional framework to 
appreciate and understand place attachment, namely the person-place-process model: “Person” 
(who is attached – moulded by individual-/collective-based meanings), “Place” (to what is the 
attachment - both social and physical qualities of place) and notably “Psychological process” 
(how attachment is realized and expressed – through affect, cognition and behaviour). “Person” 
resonates with material religion’s notion of “animation,” “Place” with “mediation” and 
“Process” with the “agency/subjectivity” of place. Place Attachment Theory intersecting with 
materiality provides both the theoretical and methodological framework for this research. 
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Scannell and Gifford also provide a “canvas” of psychological outcomes linked to place 
attachment that provide a mechanism to evaluate place attachment through how it is expressed. 
Sebastien (2020) provides a useful focus on place identity and place dependence as indicators 
of place attachment. Scannell and Gifford (2017:256-257) state that well-being is one of the 
main benefits of place attachment. In recent decades there had been an increased focus on the 
holistic nature of well-being, recognizing that it includes social, spiritual, environmental and 
emotional aspects as well as the obvious physical, occupational and financial components. 
Place attachment can contribute to well-being by creating belonging and symbolically 
connecting people to their ancestors or cultures. Place attachment also reinforces social ties 
and community membership. By connecting past events and people, place attachment can 
provide memory support. Through emotional and cognitive restoration, place attachment 
provides an escape from daily stressors. 
If place attachment has a positive benefit on well-being (through memories, belonging, 
relaxation, positive emotions, activity support, comfort, self-growth, control, entertainment, 
connection to nature, practical benefits, privacy and aesthetics; Scannell & Gifford 2017), then 
place loss or “de-attachment” (e.g. through land reform) can also have negative psychological 
consequence (Scannell & Gifford 2014:286-288).  
The definition of Place Attachment and the evaluation of the outcomes of Place Attachment 
are the two elements of the framework that will be used to assess Place Attachment. These are 
discussed in more detail below. 
1.3.2.  Defining Place Attachment  
The person, place, process framework for place attachment provided by Scannell and Gifford 
(2014:274) will be unpacked first. The person who is attached to the place (land) is the person/s 
who hold/s a particular place dear due to fond memories, positive experiences or cultural 
meanings that have become internalised. Therefore, the attachment could be an individual-
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based meaning (personal experience in that place), or collective-based meaning (for a group of 
people), or a combination of both. 
An individual may create place attachment through time spent at the place, especially if it holds 
ancestral connections – such as a particular holiday house that the family visits on a regular 
basis. Place attachment is likely to be stronger if more time is spent in that place. Ownership 
tends to increase place attachment, but this does not mean that tenants cannot be attached to a 
place. If there are particular attributes within a place that generate a resonance or congruency, 
then place attachment is likely to be stronger. There are also other personal factors (such as 
gender and age, for example) that may influence the individual-based meaning.   
Collective-based meaning on the other hand, is largely influenced by ethnic and cultural factors 
– such as genealogy, where a place is inhabited by (or hallowed) through a number of 
generations. Such a place provides a link with the past. Spiritual meaning that is assigned to a 
place and renders it a site of pilgrimage is another example of collective-based meaning for a 
particular group of people.  
The place that the person is attached to provides social linkages and physical bonds based on 
geographical scale and aesthetic and landscape features. Hidalgo and Hernandez (2001:279) 
argued that social attachment is greater than physical attachment. Historically, research has 
focused on the social attachments and shared cultural processes where social capital is created 
through practical, informational, safety and emotional support. A spatial approach, on the other 
hand, examines the role that physical attributes have on psychological and behavioural 
processes (Sebastien 2020:205). It can be argued that the physical features affect the 
attachments that are formed, but that the relationship to place is forged through the meanings 
that the features represent (Sebastien 2020:207).  
In order to address the social bias in assessing place attachment and provide a spatial 
framework for evaluating place attachment, based on qualitative research of four different case 
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studies, Sebastien (2020:210-213) proposes a model that examines place dependence and place 
identity as indicators of place attachment.  
Place dependence is the functional attachment to a place because of its ability to satisfy needs 
and goals (Scannell & Gifford 2014:275). The place becomes a resource for satisfying goals, 
which in turn becomes a relationship of dependence (Sebastien 2020:206). Place dependence 
often refers to an economic bond. Place dependence is high when livelihoods depend on the 
natural resources within a place. Place dependence is also affected by sentimental and cultural 
attachment. When a place and its associated natural resources are considered a gift from God, 
attachment is given a sacred dimension.  
Place identity, on the other hand, refers to the incorporation of place into a broader 
understanding of self (Scannell & Gifford 2014:275). People self-define through places where 
specific physical settings and symbolic connections create a self-identity dependent on 
particular values, attitudes and beliefs (Sebastien 2020:206). For example here on South 
African soil, “I’m from the ever-awake, pulsating Johannesburg” or “I’m a relaxed Durbanite, 
rolling with the waves”. Place identity examines the role that the physical environment plays 
in maintaining identity, based on communal roots, nostalgia and social markers. “Insideness” 
represents a commitment to the place from an individual and collective perspective, while 
“outsideness” represents the separation of the individual who is transformed into an observer 
of that place.  
The process of place attachment is the third component of the place attachment framework. It 
is the activities by which the person and place are linked and the place becomes meaningful. 
The process of place attachment is embodied in the three areas of affect (emotion), cognition 
and/or behaviour.  
Affect is the response of the emotions. Most of the feelings towards the special place are 
positive, embracing feelings of love, happiness, joy, pride and contentment when visiting 
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(physically or mentally) the place of attachment. On the other hand, negative or ambivalent 
feelings can indicate painful memories or disappointments (Scannell & Gifford 2014:274).  
Cognition involves processes that affect the mind, such as knowledge, memories and beliefs. 
As attachment happens, so a mental representation of the place is formed, and memories link 
the place, its people and the events that occurred there (Scannell & Gifford 2014:275) 
Place attachment is also expressed through behaviours – such as visits, pilgrimages, 
architecture). This links to Chidester’s intensive interpretation and regular ritualization that are 
key factors in the creation of sacred space (Chidester 2012:5-9). Place attachment can also 
affect architecture of new buildings, where the construction resembles a place of significance 
and meaning (Scannell & Gifford 2014:275). 
1.3.3.  Evaluating Place Attachment 
The outcomes of place attachment represent the expression of and impact of place attachment. 
The outcomes cannot be neatly compartmentalised based on the framework of people, place 
and process because these are intricately interlinked and difficult to separate. The spatial 
diversity of place attachments for natural areas and their associated social, cultural and 
biophysical resources, reveal that different types of places enhance different emotions 
(Sebastien 2020:211). Scannell and Gifford (2014:284-289) categorise the outcomes of place 
attachment into place perception, place preservation, place loss and well-being benefits of place 
attachment. These are discussed briefly below:   
Places of attachment are entrenched with personal meanings and layers from the past that 
merge with self-identity and create place perception. Place perception can therefore be 
unconsciously motivated by self-serving biases, but place attachment tends to have a positive 
influence on place perceptions and may reduce the perception of danger (Scannell & Gifford 
2014:284). The unconscious bias that alters judgement of a place’s quality can partly be 
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explained by social identity theory, since identity gains traction through social groupings. Place 
attachment can alter environmental perceptions, but environments can also influence place 
attachment. Place attachment occurs more frequently for higher-quality places (Scannell & 
Gifford 2014:285). Closely linked to place perception is place identity. Results from 
Sebastien’s case studies revealed that place identity was high when “insideness” dominated, 
and low when “outsideness” was significant (Sebastien 2020:212). 
Behaviour not only creates place attachment, but stewardship of a place can also be the result 
of and measure of place attachment. Place preservation creates pro-environmental behaviours 
that reflect a direct attempt to preserve a particular place and protect it from damage. This can 
be an individual or community response, and responses can vary among the population 
(Scannell & Gifford 2014:285-286). Based on case studies, Sebastien reported that place 
dependence was high where the environment and natural resource base was necessary for 
survival (and there was incentive to preserve the place), and low when the place provided more 
of a leisure function (Sebastien 2020:213). 
Based on the four qualitative case studies, Sebastien evaluated levels of place identity and place 
dependence of four disparate communities in France and Tanzania. In the following simple 
graph Sebastien (2020:213) illustrated that place attachment increased with increased place 
identity and increased place dependence. Where there was a high degree of “insideness” and 
identification/connection with the land, combined with a high dependence on the land for 
survival, the place attachment was high. On the other hand, communities who visited the place 
for leisure purposes were “outsiders” and had low place identity. Although they enjoyed 
visiting the place, they were not dependent on it for their existence.   
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Figure 2 Place Identity, Place Dependence and Place Attachment 
Place loss is the third outcome mentioned by Scannell and Gifford (2014) to evaluate place 
attachment. Sometimes the value of the places that are most dear are only revealed when they 
are threatened or lost. Even if the physical quality of the neighbourhood is dilapidated, residents 
may still cling to familiar structures and social settings, and mourn the loss if there is disruption 
(Scannell & Gifford 2014:286). The research by Sebastien concurs that the degradation of 
places people feel a sense of attachment to results not only in a loss of place, but more 
profoundly as a loss of self (Sebastien 2020:212). When people move or are forced to move, 
they seek similarities between old and new environments. These links and symbolic 
representations minimise the effects of displacement and facilitate attachments to a new place 
(Scannell & Gifford 2014:287). When it comes to land, and land reform in particular, the 
sentiments associated with place loss verify the presence of place attachment.  
The fourth outcome of place attachment relates to the psychological benefits for well-being. 
Scannell conducted fieldwork in Canada, and uncovered the following benefits of place 
attachment, in descending order of occurrence (Scannell & Gifford 2014:287-289): 
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 Memories form the most common benefit. Significant places can memorialise past events 
or provide a sense of continuity over time. It therefore preserves important memories and 
provides the framework for further place attachment. 
 Belonging includes feelings of connectedness, and thereby addresses a fundamental 
psychological need. Places provide belonging when they symbolise the social group or 
provide a venue for meeting up with others. 
 Relaxation is a further benefit of place attachment that contributes to well-being. Certain 
special places encourage restoration through familiarity and an opportunity to relax. 
 Positive emotions are generated through place attachment, which in turn reinforce place 
attachment. Positive emotions increase dopamine levels and aid many neurological and 
cognitive functions. 
 Activity support refers to the unique features of a particular place that facilitate preferred 
activities. 
 Physical and psychological comfort, especially factors like climate, provide an important 
psychological benefit, especially when related to safety and security. 
 Self-growth can be achieved through place attachment when there is introspection, 
problem-solving, goal-setting and making personal change. 
 Control, autonomy and freedom can also be helped or hindered by place. Empowerment 
enhances well-being. 
 Entertainment is another psychological benefit where the environment to which the person 
is attached provides suitable stimulation. 
 Connecting to nature restores positive affect, improves cognitive processes and reduces 
attention deficit disorder. 
 Practical benefits such as access to useful services and amenities support well-being. 
 Privacy provided through place attachment may allow solitude as an opportunity for 
introverts to regroup and recharge. 
 The aesthetics of the environment provides resources or other features that are conducive 
to survival. 
The extent of place attachment can be gauged by examining the impacts listed above: place 
perception, place preservation, place loss and the psychological benefits associated with place 
attachment. Obviously the greater the extent of the impact suggests a greater place attachment. 
“Places, more than nature in general, may facilitate and frame interpersonal relationships, 
social formations and behaviour” (Sebastien 2020:214). People create places, but places also 
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create and shape people, as seen through the processes of and impact on emotion, cognition 
and behaviour.  
1.4.  RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
A material approach to religion recognises that religion becomes concrete and palpable through 
people, their practices and their use of things (Meyer et al. 2014:106-109). This is in contrast 
to the mentalistic approach and Protestant bias which focused on the spiritualization of material 
objects relating to religion. Meyer advocates an exploration of the different ways and outward 
forms that religion “makes beliefs”. The material “things” that are interpreted and used in ritual 
generate a sense of the divine, sublime or transcendent (Meyer 2014:214-215). David Chidester 
(2012:5-9) argues that anything can be sacralised through intensive interpretation, regular 
ritualisation and contestation of ownership (through the people and their practices). The 
argument then follows that land becomes sacred for those who are involved with it, whether or 
not the land is expressly dedicated for religious purposes or not.  
Within the broad theoretical framework of material religion, the psychology of Place 
Attachment, as developed by Scannell and Gifford (2014), provides the tool to examine land 
attachment and detachment in the biblical and modern contexts selected for this study. Place 
Attachment explores the cognitive-emotional bond that individuals develop towards places 
(Scannell & Gifford 2014:274). It investigates who is attached, what they are attached to, and 
the psychological manner in which the attachment is expressed. The outcomes of Place 
Attachment indicate the extent of attachment. Within this evaluation, Place Attachment also 
considers loss of place, and the way that loss is dealt with psychologically.  
In two recent studies, Viviers (2019a; 2019b) has applied a materiality cum Place Attachment 
approach to two biblical texts, Psalm 128 and 1 Kings 21. Psalm 128 forming part of the 
ma‘alôt-collection (Ps 120-134), emphasizes Zion/Jerusalem as the supplicant’s “centre of the 
world,” mediating and effecting the immanent presence of the transcendent deity, Yahweh of 
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Israel. I Kings 21 demonstrates the “agency” of Naboth’s vineyard that mediates an ultimate 
“reality/world” of meaning within which Naboth finds himself. In analysing both texts, Viviers 
applied the tri-partite Person-Place-Process framework of Place Attachment, combined with its 
overlap with material religion insights. This has been used as a lens to systematically analyse 
these two texts to determine the depth of attachment they reflect. 
Following a similar methodological approach to Viviers, this study endeavours to appreciate 
both the ancient views of place attachment of Psalm 37 and Matthew 5:1-12 as well as selected 
modern views. How, if at all, do psychological (cognitive-emotional) and material (“agency”) 
insights manifest? And what contributions can these insights offer the deliberations on the 
future of South African (Anglican) church land?   
1.5.  STRUCTURE OF RESEARCH PAPER 
The ancient biblical texts were written at a particular time for a particular purpose. The authors 
were probably unaware at the time how much scrutiny would go into their words in the 
centuries that followed. For the purpose of this research, a Materialist cum Place Attachment 
(see above) approach is used to determine the ideological-psychological meaning of these texts 
for today, and to align this with the same sentiments that scholarship suggests the ancients had. 
Chapter 2 will focus on Psalm 37, while Chapter 3 will consider Matthew 5:1-12 (the 
Beatitudes). A socio-historical reading allows appreciation of the contexts in which the 
Scriptures were generated, by taking the text as given, without going into the textual or 
historical evolutions that these texts have undergone. The purpose is to determine what these 
texts “meant” for their first audiences, and moreover what they could “mean” for us today, 
notably in regard to land attachment. By using the lens of material religion and place attachment 
it is possible to examine the extent to which the ideological legitimacy of land owners or the 
hopes of those who anticipate receiving land is served. 
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Chapter 4 focuses on the modern understanding of land. The South African situation sets the 
stage for the exploring of the current and complex land issues. The land reform programmes 
of redistribution, restitution and tenure reform are reviewed in terms of place attachment in 
order to ascertain value ascribed to land and the extent to which place attachment is 
acknowledged. The modern understanding of land is also informed by the modern theological 
discourses on land, internationally and locally. Chapter 4 is concluded with identification of 
key implications for the Anglican Church in Southern Africa in dealing with their land. For 
Archbishop Thabo Makgoba (2018b), the church can offer a unique lens through which to view 
the land issue. The church has an opportunity to infuse the land debate that is characterised by 
political and commercial gain with the Gospel values of sharing, reconciliation and healing. 
The final chapter that concludes the study will present a summarised response to the research 
questions, highlighting the main findings from applying the lens of materiality cum Place 
Attachment to both ancient texts and modern authors, and distilling implications for the church. 
This chapter will also identify topics for further investigation that could use a similar 
methodology. 
1.6.  SUMMARY 
Rumi was a thirteenth-century Persian poet, purported to have said: “Wherever you are, be the 
soul of that place”. The essence of the framework provided by material religion cum Place 
Attachment that was selected for this research can be summed up in this quote.  
Rumi recognised that we become attached to land, wherever that land might be, urging us to 
become the soul of it. Rumi has taken the first step in place attachment of people making 
meaning of place. Place attachment theory argues that it is in fact a dialectic that begins with 
humans who give soul to a place. Place then acquires agency and begins to shape meanings. 
Land is material in the making of meaning and the practice of religion. Although the process 
of place attachment is not specified, the reference to “soul” indicates a deep psychological and 
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spiritual bond. For Rumi, an attitude of acceptance and openness is necessary in order to create 
the soul of the place. Rumi’s quote may be valid for places that represent positive interactions 
as well as those places that represent inequality. Although place attachment would indicate 
positive experiences and memories, place detachment could manifest as a result of negative 
interactions.  
Materiality and Place Attachment provides a valuable framework to examine the contributions 
of ancient texts and modern theological discourse to an understanding of land and the South 





ANCIENT TEXTS – PSALM 37 
“Never, never and never again shall it be this beautiful land will again experience the 
oppression of one another” Nelson Mandela  
2.1.  INTRODUCTION 
The quote above of Nelson Mandela during his inauguration speech in 1994 represents the 
realities and hopes for South Africa. However, the context of injustice and oppression within 
which Mandela was speaking echoed the setting of Psalm 37. 
The Psalms quite literally formed the central feature of the Old Testament. For Mays, the 
Psalms were “the liturgical poetry of ancient Israel, texts with a composition and use before 
they became Scripture” (Mays 1994:ix). The Psalms were a collection of 150 poems and 
liturgical songs, authored by different people (or groups of people), and were likely to have 
been written over a period of time, with tradition preserved orally for many years. The crafting 
of the book of Psalms was guided by the dual impulses of worship and Scripture making (Mays 
1994:14). Clifford (2002:34) emphasised that Israel encountered God both in nature and in 
history, and, like other Near Eastern people, they accepted multiple versions of the same event. 
Events of their history were regarded as sacramental because they revealed God within the 
world, and everyday objects1 provided agency to facilitate meaning-making in the world. As 
integral to the process, the Psalms were uniquely able to lead the people of Israel into the heart 
of religion and religious practice (Eaton 2005:3).  
Throughout the ages scholars have debated the dating of the Psalms, and it is still inconclusive, 
although there are points of agreement such as the extended period over which the Psalms were 
                                                 
1 For example, animal sacrifices, incense, musical instruments, scrolls and other material elements used in ritual. 
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composed. Evidence for different editions of the Psalter came from the Dead Sea Scrolls 
(Clifford 2002:16).  
Gunkel and Mowinckel (cf. Davidson 1998:3-4) were significant voices in the studies of the 
Psalms, particularly in form-critical study, linking the Psalms with Israel’s religious life and 
traditions, rather than trying just to anchor them in biography and historical events (Mays 
1994:20). Gunkel argued that most Psalms had their origin as worship within the pre-exilic 
Israelite community (Davidson 1998:4). Mowinckel (Davidson 1998:4) and Weiser (1962:26) 
presented strong cases for a pre-exilic origin of the Psalms associated with the annual Covenant 
Festival of Yahweh where the “Heilsgeschichte” was recited orally. The tradition of the feast 
of Yahweh dates back to Israel’s time in the wilderness (Weiser 1962:36). Weiser argued that 
although many Psalms were pre-exilic, some may have originated within the cult of the festival 
which encapsulated the revelation of Yahweh (1962:26). However, Weiser (1962:35) 
acknowledged that the liturgy for the annual covenant festival never survived, and Davidson 
doubted the extent of the new year festival as envisaged by Mowinckel (Davidson 1998:4). 
Brueggemann acknowledged the form-critical contribution of Gunkel and Mowinckel, but 
drew on research of Ricoeur (cf. Brueggemann 1995:8) to explore the hermeneutical aspects 
of the Psalms as an alternative, yet complementary classification. Brueggemann (1995:30) 
argued that the hermeneutic of suspicion demystifies and disenchants (found within the Psalms 
of lament or Psalms of disorientation), while the hermeneutic of representation resymbolises 
and redescribes life (within the celebratory songs or Psalms of reorientation). Based on the use 
of language within the Psalms, Brueggemann argued that the Psalms can be categorised based 
on orientation, disorientation or reorientation. 
Botha (2020:2) identified Psalms 25-34 as forming a palindromic cluster of Psalms, with Psalm 
29 the central psalm focusing on the presence of Yahweh in the temple. The “bookends” created 
by Psalms 25 and 34 share the in-group perspective with Psalm 37, although the speaker 
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emerges more strongly as the leader or teacher in Psalm 37. Within the group of Psalms (35-
37) that mark the end of the first set of Davidic Psalms, Botha (2020:15-16) argues that Psalm 
37 forms the conclusion to a linear reading of these three Psalms: Psalm 35 is a lament that 
calls for help against the wicked, the personal enemies (a psalm of disorientation in the analysis 
of Brueggemann). Psalm 36 highlights the contrast between evil ways and steadfast love 
(reorientation for Brueggemann). In Psalm 37 the wisdom2 teacher encourages the audience to 
trust that Yahweh will act and restore order (a psalm of orientation based on Brueggemann’s 
analysis). Psalm 37 serves to regulate the views and actions of the in-group, criticise certain 
aspects of society, and advance social cohesion of the in-group by strengthening moral 
awareness of its members and contrasting this with the actions of the out-group (Botha 2020:3). 
Mays states that the Psalms “are notoriously difficult to date, and at best can be placed within 
a broad era, like the monarchy or post-exilic period” (Mays 1994:8). For Davidson, some 
Psalms may have been composed pre-Exile, while others reflect personal experiences at 
different points in history (Davidson 1998:5). Clifford (2002:17) refers to the Psalter as the 
“hymnbook of the Second Temple” (520BC - 70BC) suggesting a post-exilic association, with 
Psalms oriented towards the Temple as God’s dwelling place, instead of mere accompaniments 
to the Temple ceremonies. Eaton argues that it was around the fourth century BCE that much 
of the Hebrew scripture took its final form, and that smaller collections of Psalms were gathered 
and arranged into the form that we now have (Eaton 2005:21). The Septuagint (LXX) is the 
oldest and most important version of the Psalms, when it was translated from Hebrew to Greek 
around 200 BCE (Eaton 2005:43), with no further additions. Certain Qumran manuscripts 
contain a slightly different ordering which may be the result of specific liturgical requirements, 
                                                 
2 There is an inherent tension between a creation theology (wisdom perspective) and covenant theology (history 
of salvation) which began to be reconciled in the post-exilic period. Although Psalm 37 may be classified as a 
wisdom psalm, this is contested by some scholars (e.g. Crenshaw) who regard it more as having an instructional 
purpose, aligned with Proverbs (Brueggemann & Bellinger 2014:184).  
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or of the sect having separated while the latter part of the collection was still fluid (Eaton 
2005:21).  
As such, the main period of composition of the Psalms is thought to occur between 1000 BCE 
and 400 BCE (Eaton 2005:4). If the dating of the Psalms includes the early monarchy, then the 
tradition of Davidic authorship should be respected for the insights it has to offer (Eaton 
2005:7) and not completely disregarded. Eaton argues that the tradition of Psalms is rooted in 
David’s capture of Jerusalem in 1000 BCE, an important Canaanite city that had special links 
to Egypt (Eaton 2005:20). Certain Psalms are thought to have been composed during the Exile 
(597 – 539 BCE), for example Psalm 137. When the Exiles returned to Jerusalem with the 
establishment of the Persian Empire, psalmists led the processions along the walls with songs 
of thanksgiving (Nehemiah 12:27-43). The period of reconstruction, post-Exile, was a time of 
assembling the inherited resources of the Torah, poetry and stories that had been created and 
preserved during the Exile (Eaton 2005:21). However, the preservation of the Psalms was not 
a neutral archival process, since it involved selection, reuse, revision and grouping of the 
Psalms. In its present form, the book of Psalms reflects a collection of collections of liturgical 
poetry (Mays 1994:9, Clifford 2002:16). 
The specific authors of the liturgical poems are unknown, and probably remained anonymous 
for a long time (Davidson 1998:5, Weiser 1962:94). Around the time of the New Testament, 
the notion of David as the main author of the Psalms was taken for granted, and early Christian 
writers continued to regard the Psalms as the prophetic work of David (Eaton 2005:6). The 
headings that associate certain Psalms with David (or Moses, or the Sons of Korah, for 
example) are likely to go back to the third century BCE, before the translation from Hebrew 
into Greek (Eaton 2005:41). Weiser argued that the superscription “l’dāwĩd” indicated that the 
king was authorised to recite the psalm with the festival cult of the Temple, or, if written in 
post-exilic times, to associate a particular psalm with royalty (Weiser 1962:96-97). These 
headings suggested a psalm tradition that was familiar with worship in the temple, with possible 
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links to the house of David and the guilds of sacred musicians (Eaton 2005:41), or wanting to 
honour David as patron and founder of temple music (Mays 1994:12 quoting 1 Chronicles 15-
16). Psalm 37 has the heading “of David” or “l’dāwĩd”. For Davidson (1998:6) the questions 
concerning authorship of the Psalms is not as important as appropriating the original meaning 
for the present context. Psalm 37 considered from the perspective of Material Religion cum 
Place Attachment may shed light on the challenges of land reform within the Anglican Church 
of Southern Africa. 
The dating and authorship of Psalm 37 is inconclusive. Hossfeld and Zenger (1993:229) 
(quoted in Botha 2020:17) date Psalm 37 in the fifth century BCE since it corresponds to the 
optimism of Job’s friends, and the book of Job is dated between the fifth and third centuries 
BCE (Botha 2020:17). More recent scholarship (e.g. Terrien 2003; Martilla 2006 quoted in 
Maré 2010:267) suggest a late exilic, or early post-exilic dating of Psalm 37 given the 
awareness of social injustice and possible connections with Isaiah 58:6-14. Gillingham 
(2019:412) argues that Psalm 37 is likely to have been written at the time of the Persian Empire 
(539 BCE onwards) when the Exiles were able to return to Palestine. The writers of Psalm 37 
are likely to have been educated middle-class given the use of the acrostic, and the use of 
aphorisms indicate alignment with the proverbial sages who contributed to the book of 
Proverbs. The awareness of a context of social deprivation is reminiscent of the biblical books 
of Ezra and Nehemiah and the Persian period, associated with uncertainties about land 
possession caused by internal factions and external foreign rule (Gillingham 2019:412). Botha 
(2020) argues for a late post-exilic or early Hellenistic composition of Psalm 37 based on the 
connections with Psalms 35 and 36, the dependence on Proverbs as a literary composition, and 
the linkages with Psalms 1 and 2, and Trito-Isaiah (Botha 2020:16-17). 
The author(s) of Psalm 37 was educated and although not necessarily poor, was aware of the 
injustice and oppression in society on a micro scale with the exploitation by unscrupulous and 
powerful people, especially Jews who were enjoying possession and control of the land, but 
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were exploiting their own people (Botha 2020:6). At a macro level, there were, of course, 
heightened social and economic tensions at the times of foreign rule by the Persian Empire and 
subsequently the Greek Empire. 
When Herod (40 BCE - 4 BCE) undertook the rebuilding of the Temple, psalmody flourished 
with the daily offerings and festivals, until the war with Rome and the destruction of the Temple 
in 70 CE, when the guilds of psalmists and their inherited knowledge disappeared (Eaton 
2005:22).  
Despite the unknowns of authorship and clarity on when Psalm 37 was written, the universal 
issues of conflict, injustice and dispossession provide a useful context in which the materiality 
of land and place attachment theory can be examined. The journey of the Israelites, that was 
conveyed largely through oral tradition, ritual and longing during times of dispossession, forms 
the basis of their attachment to their God-given land. This journey is affirmed and reinforced 
in the literature of ancient Israel. The Psalms crystallise these themes in a poetic form and can 
be used as a window into the foundation stories of Israel and their continuing impact in shaping 
culture and practice. Thus, the Psalms can provide insight into the materiality of land and Place 
Attachment theory, and Psalm 37 provides an illustrative example of this.  
2.2.  HISTORICAL AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC BACKGROUND 
The historical and socio-economic background traces the trajectory of the people of God and 
provides an understanding of the context of and setting for Psalm 37. 
The Abrahamic (or Israelite) tribes had a deep conviction that the land belonged to Yahweh, 
and was also a gift from Yahweh to them. According to Wright, the theology of land as divine 
ownership and divine gift is inseparable from Israel’s consciousness of their unique 
relationship with Yahweh (Wright 1990:23). In order for land to be a gift, it needs to belong to 
the person who can give it away. Similarly, the ritual offerings of tithes and first-fruits are a 
recognition of divine ownership. The land belonged to Yahweh, it’s Creator, and it was 
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Yahweh who could distribute it. Abraham, the father of the nation, was given a promise by 
Yahweh that his descendants would be given the land he was to be shown. 
Chapman (2015:180-181) highlights four promises contained in Genesis 12:1-3, Genesis 15:18 
and Genesis 17:1-8 regarding Yahweh’s covenant with Abraham. The promise about the land 
is inextricably intertwined with three other promises: 
 “I will give you the land as an everlasting possession.” 
 “I will make you into a great nation.” 
 “I will … be your God.” 
 “All people of earth will be blessed through you.” 
This four-fold promise illustrates the intimate relationship between God, the people and the 
land. It also includes the privilege and responsibility that come with this gift of land. The 
Israelites understood that the land was a gift that came with an obligation to obey the law in 
terms of God’s covenant with Abraham. It also came to be understood that if the obligation 
was not honoured, then the land could be taken away (Deuteronomy 4:25-27). This was not an 
idle threat, and the history of Israel’s presence in and possession of the land proves it. The 
promises of God and the materiality of land were animated by oral tradition through the ages. 
The intensive interpretation and regular ritualisation facilitated the ascribing of meanings to 
the land and resulted in tethering people to the land. 
The united kingdom was formed by King David and continued under his son Solomon. After 
Solomon’s death the ten northern tribes rebelled and established a separate kingdom of Israel 
that was ruled by Jeroboam. It was distinct from the southern kingdom of Judah that had 
Jerusalem as its capital and was ruled by David’s successors (1 Kings 11-12).  
The northern Kingdom of Israel was conquered by the Assyrians in 721 BCE (2 Kings 17:5-8, 
18) and the people of Israel were deported when the capital, Samaria, was captured. The 
population that was deported was replaced by immigrants from other parts of the Assyrian 
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Empire. Recent scholarship suggests transfers of populations did not have long lasting effects 
and that there remained populations “with ethnic and religious continuity to their 
predecessors.” (Kelle 2012:405). The Assyrians then subdued the kingdom of Judah. 
After the Battle of Carchemish in 605 BCE King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon initiated three 
waves of deportation of the people of Judah in 597 BCE, 587/586 BCE and 582/581 BCE 
(Chapman 2015:198-201). Deportation was used by both the Assyrians and Babylonians as a 
method to control and suppress nationalistic tendencies and ensure that the population was 
quiet under foreign rule (Farisani 2008:75). A small number of Jews were taken into exile in 
Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar in the first deportation in 597 BCE. King Jehoiachin, the prophet 
Ezekiel and 10000 leading citizens, including a thousand craftsmen and smiths were settled in 
Babylon (2 Kings 24:11-16, Jeremiah 52:28, Farisani 2008:71). Unlike the deportation 
implemented by the Assyrians, those who were exiled to Babylon were kept together in 
community groups where they could practice their faith. 
The deportation and the aftermath were a significant disruption in the social and economic 
structures of the Israelites. The influential and skilled people formed the first wave of 
deportees. Not only did this minimize the chances of revolution, but it prevented a serious 
economic drain on Babylon (Farisani 2008:76).  Those who were exiled lost their homes, land 
and social status within the community (Farisani 2004:381). The Exiles worked out a strategy 
for physical and social survival, and were soon integrated into Babylonian society without 
relinquishing their ethnic or religious identity (Farisani 2004:381). During the Exile the people 
had time to reflect on their predicament. Those who understood the law and the prophets 
realized that while the promise and gift of the land were unconditional, their continued 
possession was conditional and depended on their loyalty and obedience to God who had given 
it to them (Chapman 2015:202). 
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Nebuchadnezzar installed Zedekiah as the overlord in Judah, but the people were still loyal to 
Jehoiachin who was in captivity. Zedekiah broke loyalty with Babylon around 589 BCE, and 
as punishment, Nebuchadnezzar ordered his army to surround Jerusalem and the inhabitants of 
the city were starved into defeat and the city fell to the Babylonians in 586 BCE (Farisani 
2008:71). The temple built by Solomon was destroyed. Nebuchadnezzar initiated a second 
deportation where several thousand more people were taken to Babylon. With the fall of 
Jerusalem, the Babylonians created two communities within the Jewish population: the am 
ha’aretz - those who remained on the land, and those who were taken into Babylonian captivity 
(Farisani 2008:73). 
There is no evidence that Nebuchadnezzar replaced the deported people with foreigners, but 
the neighbouring Edomites, Ammonites, Moabites and Samaritans are likely to have pressed 
in to occupy the deserted parts of Judah (Farisani 2008:75), creating a heterogeneous 
population within Palestine. 
The young people in exile were without hope and direction, and Ezekiel (Ezekiel 37:1-14) 
protested against the Exile’s hopelessness and despair (Farisani 2004:385). The use of the 
Psalms was an important part of the Exiles’ religious practices. The law was gathered into more 
orderly collections and the Psalms were grouped for use in worship. However, Farisani 
(2004:387) acknowledges that not all the Psalms would have been composed by the time of the 
Exile. Most recent scholarship indicates that Psalm 37 was likely to have been composed after 
the Exile, but it is important to understand how the context of the Exile contributed to the post-
exilic environment. 
The am ha’aretz were those Jews who did not go into Babylonian Exile but stayed in Palestine. 
These people represented the bulk of the population, predominantly comprised of poor farmers 
and small landowners, and they continued with the tilling of the soil in Palestine (Jeremiah 
52:16, 2 Kings 25:12, Farisani 2008:76). The effect of the Exile annihilated the Judean society 
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and economy. The educated “cream” had been sent away, and those who faced a subsistence 
existence continued to do so, but with limited trade and market. The Babylonians redistributed 
some of the Judean agricultural land for cultivation to the sub-proletariat and that secured their 
popularity among the local populace (Farisani 2008:78).   
After King Cyrus of Persia conquered Babylon in 539 BCE the Hebrew/Judean Exiles were 
allowed to return to their place of origin in three waves. As recorded in Ezra 2:1 and 1 
Chronicles 9:2, the Exiles who returned to Judah and Jerusalem settled in the places that their 
parents and grandparents had left at the time of Exile (Chapman 2015:205). Some Exiles had 
been so successful that they opted to remain in the Dispersion, while the poorer and more 
marginalized Exiles returned to Judah (Farisani 2004:382). On the whole, the Exiles were 
generally better off than the am ha’aretz due to the prospering Babylonian economy (Farisani 
2004:387), but the societal tensions and schisms between the Exiles (the educated and skilled) 
and those who had remained (the poorer and more marginalised) were palpable.   
With the first return to Jerusalem the am ha’aretz were excluded from the rebuilding of the 
temple embarked on by the returned Exiles (Ezra 1-6). The second wave of Exiles returning to 
Jerusalem was recorded in Ezra 7-10. Ezra encouraged the returning Exiles to separate from 
the am ha’aretz. Nehemiah (Nehemiah 1-5) led the third wave of the returning Exiles (Farisani 
2002:644). Although Nehemiah failed to reconcile returned Exiles with the am ha’aretz, he 
succeeded in reconciling debtors and creditors within the returnee community (Farisani 
2002:645).  
In the Post-Exilic period the term am ha’aretz was used to indicate either the group who 
opposed the temple state, or the heterogeneous population that the returnees found on the land 
(Farisani 2008:74). The am ha’aretz were generally viewed with disdain. Rabbinic Judaism 
labelled those who were unwilling or unable to observe the whole law as am ha’aretz (Farisani 
2008:74). Farisani (2002) argued that the Ezra-Nehemiah text was biased against the am 
30 
ha’aretz which represented the poor and marginalised, in favour of the returning Exiles 
(Farisani 2002:644). The am ha’aretz offered to cooperate with the rebuilding of the Temple, 
but were not welcomed by the Judeans who feared their greater numbers and were concerned 
about their religious purity (Kelle 2012:415 - 416). 
The author of Psalm 37 was very aware of the opposing factions within the society – the “out-
group” or wicked who offended the “in-group” or righteous and who were assigned a place on 
the side of Yahweh (Botha 2020:4). These factions may be along the lines of the returning 
Exiles and the am ha’aretz, but reality was likely to have been more complex than that, 
displaying tensions within social classes. What is clear, however, is that the tensions between 
these two groups of people was representative of factions within Palestine at the time. A further 
layer of complexity and tension would have been added through foreign rule and occupation, 
and the pressure from the associated taxes and tribute that were due to the foreign power. 
Whatever exact groups of people the author(s) referred to as “righteous” and “wicked”, the 
inclusion of Psalm 37 within the Scriptures, recognised the timelessness of an in-group-out-
group classification that has universal applicability. Wilgren (2019:430-433) suggested that the 
political rivalry of the early Persian period (and the change in regional capital from Jerusalem 
to Mizpah) echoed Davidic-Saulide (Benjaminite) rivalry – which influenced the biographical 
notes of the Psalms – asserting that resistance against power and longing for the land was a 
significant issue in the Post-Exilic period.  
The dynamics and spatial distribution of the settlements provide useful information on the 
socio-economic background of the inhabitants. Historical and archaeological data point to a 
wide depopulation of the northern kingdoms following the Assyrian conquests in the eighth 
century BCE (Leibner 2019:265). The Galilee region was relatively sparsely settled in the early 
Hellenistic period although Psalm 37 suggests that tensions around land were already an issue. 
It was only during the Hasmonean period that there were waves of Jewish colonists and a mass 
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exodus of Gentile inhabitants. By the beginning of the first century BCE the number and sizes 
of the sites had increased dramatically (Leibner 2019:266). 
The types of agriculture (based on the tithes payable in lieu of temple tax) were mostly barley 
and dates (these were the main form of income), but also taxes were also paid in silver, emmer 
(wheat), sesame, wool, clothing, small livestock, cattle, poultry, fish and grapes (Rugwiji 
2013:49-51). 
Christopher Wright (1990:52) promoted the argument that the extended family was the basic 
social unit during the monarchy, where members of large kinship groups lived on their lands 
and jointly cultivated them (Faust 2011:9). Land was perceived as “patrimony” – property that 
passed down generationally according to inheritance law (Faust 2011:12). However, most 
scholars believed that the kinship structure was destroyed by the end of the monarchy, and that 
the nuclear family became dominant (Faust 2011:14).  
The monarchy had favoured the urban population, breaking traditional kinship frameworks of 
support (Faust 2011:19) The vast majority of the population was comprised of small, poor 
farmers who had become dispossessed of their lands and lived in a state of impoverishment. 
There was a rise in latifundism3 as the royal family and estate owners acquired the lands of 
those who were impoverished (Faust 2011:22). By the seventh century BCE there were signs 
of renewed settlement in the rural sector, with an interest in massive cultivation for defined 
economic needs (Faust 2011:26). However, Faust argued that during the mid-sixth century 
BCE there was a major social and cultural break within Judah, creating a “post-collapse” 
society (Valkama 2010:43). Characteristics of a post-collapse society included depopulation 
and a new distribution of social order and hierarchy (Valkama 2010:57). The paucity of 
archaeological finds during this period corroborated a scenario of depopulation and minimal 
                                                 
3 Large, privately-owned estates that specialised in agricultural production. 
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new development (Valkama 2010:58). Archaeological finds have suggested a self-sustaining 
rural society, with settlements located in the core areas of Jerusalem, mostly north of Jerusalem 
(Valkama 2010:59-59). For Valkama (2010:39), archaeological studies indicated that there was 
a poor, subsistence level society during the mid and late sixth century BCE. After the 
Babylonians destroyed the strategic centres, most of the remaining Judean population lived in 
small rural settlements approximating in size to Matjiesfontein in the Karoo. 
In the context of different social classes (educated and unskilled), different experiences (exile 
and am ha’aretz), and inequalities between the rural and urban, injustices were evident, tension 
were expected and oppression inevitable. This set the scene for Psalm 37 which highlighted 
the perceptions and prejudices of the in-group (the righteous) versus the out-group (the 
wicked). For Brueggemann and Bellinger (2014:183) Psalm 37 does not articulate a universal 
reality, but rather provides a pragmatic homily on how to live when the wicked seem to prosper. 
This study examines place attachment of the in-group to the land despite their lack of 
possession, and of the out-group to the same land, yet flaunting their “wicked” behaviour. 
The framework provided by Material Religion cum Place Attachment (jointly) will now be 
used to review the extent to which the author(s) of Psalm 37 acknowledged place attachment. 
2.3.  UNDERSTANDING PLACE ATTACHMENT IN PSALM 37 
2.3.1.  The people – who is attached to the land? 
Psalm 37 can be applied as wisdom to the individual person and the collective community. 
Although the individual is a person with unique actions, hopes and desires, the context within 
which the psalm was written applies to the individual (and like-minded people) who was part 
of a larger community grouping – forming the “in-group” and the “out-group”. It is clear that 
the land that is under “contestation” provides strong links to the past. Historical or present 
ownership (or tenancy) provided attachment for the individual, but the genealogical inheritance 
provided collective-based meaning for the kin groups. 
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In Psalm 37 there are three key groups who are attached to the land:  
 Yahweh, the ultimate landowner;  
 the in-group who the author regards as the “righteous”;  
 and the out-group who the author regards as the “wicked”. 
For the Jews, Yahweh was the Creator of the universe and therefore owner of the land. Based 
on the covenant with Abraham, the land was Yahweh’s to distribute. It was therefore Yahweh 
who was able to bless those who lived in obedience. Those who followed Yahweh’s commands 
would receive an inheritance (v34), emphasizing the belief that they were “children of God”. 
The land belonged to Yahweh and could be distributed or bequeathed based on Yahweh’s 
evaluation of the attitude and behaviour of the Israelites. The connection between the blessings 
of Yahweh and the inheritance of the land are made in v22. The author of the Psalm clearly 
understood that the land was Yahweh’s gift to give.  
Yahweh had a material presence within the Jewish mindset. Yahweh’s supremacy was 
emphasized throughout the Psalm: Verses 13 and 18 illustrated Yahweh’s omniscience, 
knowing all things such as the time of the wicked’s demise (v13) and the days of the blameless 
(v18). The author of Psalm 37 affirmed Yahweh’s omnipresence especially towards the faithful 
(v28) and the righteous (v33). It was believed that Yahweh was aware of the human intention, 
actively engaged in human existence and was therefore able to reward or punish as necessary.  
With land understood as a gift, it was so much more than turf. Land was material, and helped 
make-meaning. It mediated the presence of God. For Brueggemann (2002:2), land was always 
“physical dirt freighted with social meanings derived from historical experience”. As such, 
land should not be used for self-security or self-enrichment since it was intended for the benefit 
of the community. However, in Psalm 37 the author noted that the land was used to carry out 
the schemes of the wicked (v7).  
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This is the basis of the frustration and encouragement of the author of Psalm 37, who was 
aligned with the in-group. Psalm 37 described the unjust situation in which the in-group found 
themselves, despite their faithfulness to Yahweh. The author encouraged his audience to keep 
the moral high ground and argued that Yahweh would be just, rewarding them for their 
righteousness (v17) and delivering them from the wicked (v40).  
Land was a big issue in Psalm 37 and informed settlement identity. It is not clear how or why 
the in-group were attached to the land, but without it they felt that they had lost their identity. 
Despite their dispossession, continued place attachment to the land provided the in-group with 
hope. The author encouraged the in-group to wait for land as part of their inheritance and as 
reward for placing their hope in Yahweh (v9), for their meekness (v11), their innocence (v18), 
their good deeds (v27), their righteousness (v29) and for upholding the Yahweh’s precepts 
(v34). For Brueggemann and Bellinger (2014:184), the inheriting of the land was understood 
as a symbol of full life.  
Both the in-group and the out-group felt they had claim to the land. Brueggemann argued that 
Psalm 37 could be read both in defence of those who already held land, but also as assurance 
for those who did not yet hold land, but anticipated future reception thereof (Brueggemann 
2002:xvii). That the author of Psalm 37 claimed, based on his personal experience, that he had 
“never seen the righteous forsaken or their children begging bread” (v25) suggests that the in-
group were not completely destitute, despite witnessing and experiencing inequality and 
injustice. There are a number of different reasons why the in-group did not have access to land. 
An ancient Babylonian custom which may have been implemented in Judah during and after 
the Exile frequently required peasants who had defaulted to hand over their land to their 
creditors as a means to settle their debts (Farisani 2008:79). This was contrary to the Law of 
Israel (see below). 
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In contrast to the in-group, the out-group in Psalm 37 were portrayed as evil: implementing 
wicked schemes (v7) and plotting against the righteous (vv12 and 32), picking up arms (v14) 
and guilty of theft (v21). For Botha (2020:3), the antithetical contrast between the ideologies 
of the in-group and the out-group was intended to regulate the views and actions of the society 
and to advance the cohesion of the in-group through the focus on the cultural and ethnic identity 
and narrative of the collective. In this Psalm, the out-group appeared to be flourishing, but the 
author of the Psalm encouraged the in-group to wait for Yahweh’s justice. While the author 
assured the audience that the wicked would be punished, this did not necessarily imply 
immediate alienation from or receipt of land. Attachment to land provided the in-group with 
hope in spite of their dispossession. 
Farisani (2002:634) argued that the authors of the Ezra and Nehemiah texts were biased in 
favour of the returning Exiles, and often portrayed those who had not been deported in a 
negative light. It is feasible that the feelings of resentment may have compounded the sentiment 
of suspicion between the social classes. Those who were left in Palestine continued with 
subsistence agricultural practice (Jeremiah 52:16, 2 Kings 25:12; Farisani 2008:76). However, 
archaeological findings reveal that the fortified settlements in the heartland of Judah were razed 
to the ground as the Babylonians ensured that Egypt could not use Palestine as a springboard 
to attack Babylon (Farisani 2008:79). The economic structures and markets which had held the 
economy together had been destroyed. The family ideal that had been the bond of society 
dissolved (Wright 1990:107). This context of social collapse and resentment provided the 
backdrop to Psalm 37. 
The vulnerable or marginalized individuals (e.g. widow, orphan, sojourner/alien/refugee, 
poor/afflicted, needy/oppressed, weak/helpless) fell outside of the social support system of land 
ownership, family and/or patriarchy that served ancient Israel (Irwin 2012:721). The common 
occurrence of war, disease and famine in Israel at the time ensured that there were always 
widows, orphans and refugees. It was the responsibility of the kings and judges to ensure that 
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the vulnerable were granted equal access to justice (Irwin 2012:721). The laws in Leviticus 
required interest-free loans to be given to fellow Israelites who had fallen into poverty, and 
food could not be sold to such people at a profit (Irwin 2012:722). With the fall of Jerusalem 
and the dissolution of the monarchy, the king no longer functioned as an agent of Yahweh’s 
justice (Irwin 2012:725). The vulnerable were therefore often exploited, and it is this situation 
of inequality that the author addresses. The author points out how the out-group transgresses 
the Torah, especially the commands about taking care of fellow Jews (Botha 2020:6).   
The descriptions of the in-group and the out-group provided insights into the author’s 
perception of the moral and social situation at the time of composition. The author and the in-
group were perceived as dedicated followers of Yahweh, meek and peace-loving people who 
tried to live an upright life. While they were generally less prosperous than the out-group, they 
tended to be more generous towards fellow compatriots in need (v26) (Botha 2020:5). 
While the psalmist expressed concern for poor pious people, he was not necessarily poor 
himself. The composition of a wisdom text in acrostic form indicates an advanced training and 
relatively privileged status (Botha 2020:5). The contrast between the in-group and the out-
group spoke to the social and economic divisions within Palestinian society. Verse 16 spoke of 
the “many wicked”, implying that the out-group was more numerous than the in-group. 
The psalm is complex in terms of understanding who is attached to the land. Place attachment 
is evident for both the individual and the collective – whether out-group who were currently 
residing on the land, or the in-group who identified with the land historically, but felt the current 
deprivation. The place attachment of the in-group was based on hope, compared to the out-
group who were in possession of the land. The divisions, suspicions and greed within society 
created a situation of inequality, humiliation and (perceived) oppression.  
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2.3.2.  The place – what place were they attached to? 
Psalm 37 is the most prominent Psalm within the Psalter that refers to “land” (Bremer 
2019:705). “Land” is mentioned seven times within the forty verses of the Psalm: vv 3, 9, 11, 
22, 27, 29 and 34. Given this repeating motif of land, it can be argued that the author of the 
Psalm and/or the audience to which it was written had some degree of attachment to the land. 
But what land were they attached to? Scannell and Gifford asserted that the land that the people 
were attached to provided social ties as well as physical bonds based on aesthetic or landscape 
features (Scannell & Gifford 2014:275). 
A strong case can be made that the people of Palestine were attached to the literal land. 
Palestine was largely a rural economy with a strong agricultural and subsistence base. Arable 
land was scarce and too valuable to allow to lie fallow (Farisani 2008:79). The soil and the 
climate were suited to vineyards and olive orchards, and the poorest in the land became 
vinedressers and ploughmen (Farisani 2008:80). In a very real sense, the land held the 
wellbeing of the people. Given what is known of the inequality and injustices within the 
Palestinian society post-Exile, it is feasible that the author of the Psalm was referring to the 
actual land – a tangible asset to which there was a social bond, as well as a physical bond with 
the actual land. This affected their wellbeing in a very real way, especially if they did not have 
access to it. In a very practical sense, access to the land was often perceived as a way out of 
poverty.  
Inheritance is another theme that is evident within Psalm 37. Five of the seven times that land 
is mentioned it is associated with inheriting the land (vv 9, 11, 22, 29 and 34), and the other 
two occasions it is associated with dwelling in the land. The laws of inheritance as stipulated 
in Leviticus 25, Numbers 27 and Deuteronomy 21 were concerned with preserving the land 
inheritance of each family or clan. The law provided for the sons to be the principal heirs, 
although there is little evidence that the eldest son received a double share compared to the 
other sons who each received an equal share (Hiers 1993:122). 
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The kin group formed the territorial unit within the system of land tenure. (Wright 1990:48-
49) The primary function of the kin group was economic – to protect the extended family 
through the redemption of land and persons (Wright 1990:52-53). In the case of economic 
hardship, family members were allowed to redeem property for the same or similar low price. 
In that way families had a chance to keep their inheritance (Hiers 1993:140). The Jubilee laws 
prevented farmland from being sold “in perpetuity”. Since land belonged to Yahweh, it was 
not a commodity that could be bought and sold. The Jubilee laws allowed the Israelites to lease 
or rent farmland to others, but every fifty years they were required to retake possession of it 
(Hiers 1993:139). However, there is no evidence that the provisions of the Jubilee laws were 
ever carried out (Hiers 1993:140). 
As indicated above, the inheritance of land within the family and kin-group was widely 
understood and practiced within ancient Israel. This substantiates the possibility that Psalm 37 
related to literal land. The practice of inheritance reinforced the social and physical bonds with 
the land, and contributed to a high place identity. It is likely that all those who lived on the land 
(or had historically lived on the land) had a fairly high level of place identity, which is why the 
land became a source of tension. 
The agricultural nature of the land also contributed towards the forging of meaning that 
impacted on psychological and behavioural processes. The land was the resource through 
which their livelihood was met and through which the family could be accommodated and fed, 
resulting is a high level of place dependency. For those who lived off the land, or those who 
were landless but desired land for subsistence production, the place dependence was high – 
literally and emotionally. 
It is therefore valid to argue that the understanding of land in Psalm 37 was quite literal. Access 
to land, or lack thereof, played a fundamental role in the quality of life experienced by the 
inhabitants. The in-group who witnessed the schemes of the wicked would have longed for 
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restoration of justice and their inheritance of land from Yahweh as a reward for their 
faithfulness.  
Psalm 37 speaks of the land that belongs to God: the land that God can bequeath to those who 
are in relationship with him. For Brueggemann (1984:43) Psalm 37 provided a lesson on how 
to keep land and how to lose it (a possible reference to Deuteronomy 9:5). Brueggemann argued 
that land represented the experience of God’s well-ordered creation over which humankind had 
dominion (1984:43). If the land was not stewarded in God’s ways, it would be taken away, or 
the people taken away from the land. This suggested that Yahweh was as attached to the land 
as were the people of Israel – the attachment was reflected in both the physical and social 
contexts. By 2002, Brueggemann’s perception of land began to include a more symbolic 
understanding of land. Brueggemann (2002:3) recognised that historical placement included 
meanings that were both rooted in and that moved beyond literalism. Within the framework of 
material religion land was perceived as a fundamental blessing that should be received and 
maintained: in a literal sense (the actual blessing or gift from Yahweh) as well as the symbolic.  
Hossfeld and Bremer (Bremer 2019:709) argue for a metaphorical understanding of land, 
where land is representative of the reward that the in-group receive from Yahweh for their 
faithfulness, rather than tangible land. For Mays (1994:161) the land in Psalm 37 is symbolic: 
“Inheriting the land as the sphere and possibility for a life of blessing and place is not so much 
a reward; rather the purpose of God is fulfilled in the life of the righteous in the land. The theme 
has moved to the level of the symbolic. It is not the nation Israel, but the Israel of faith that has 
a future in the reign of God. The ground is laid for the teacher of the Beatitudes who will say, 
“The meek shall inherit the earth” (Matthew 5:5).” A symbolic understanding of the land 
helped to mediate the hopes of the landless in-group. 
In most Psalms, a universal-cosmologic understanding of land was based on the belief that the 
land was created by Yahweh and provided the space for human existence (Bremer 2019:689). 
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However, Bremer (2019:687) singled out Psalms 25, 37, 61 and 69 which had a particular 
understanding of land – land as a metaphor: land as a reward for a God-fearing life. Within 
Psalm 37, the heritage of land is the reward for those who trust and do good (v3), hope (v9), 
are meek (v11), are Yahweh’s blessed ones (v22), turn from evil and do good (v27), righteous 
(v29), and those that keep Yahweh’s way (v34). Land is not promised exclusively to the poor, 
but it is assumed that they are included within the in-group by the connection between the 
beneficiaries of the land and the “poor and needy” (Bremer 2019:705-706). As much as the 
Israelites were attached to the Promised Land, Leviticus 25:23 highlighted that the ownership 
of the land did not belong to the Hebrew people, but to God: “The land is mine and you are but 
aliens and my tenants”. The land was therefore a privilege rather than a right. In as much as the 
Israelites felt attached to the land, they also were aware that it ultimately belonged to God, and 
perceived it as a reward for righteous behaviour. 
Both the literal and metaphorical understanding of land emphasised the materiality of the land 
– the land embodied Yahweh and his blessings. To receive land was to receive God’s blessings. 
With the metaphorical and symbolic understanding of land, the attachment to a physical place 
was less significant, but the spiritual embodiment and social context provided an understanding 
for the attachment to the hope for land within the ancient text 
2.3.3.  The psychological process – how were they attached? 
The following discussion suggests how the Israelite/Hebrew people attached to the land, and 
provides the context for understanding the attachment to land in Psalm 37. Scannell and Gifford 
(2014:274-275) suggested there are three main elements that influence the psychological 
process creating place attachment: affect, cognition and behaviour. 
Affect, or emotion, is an early gut response that indicates attachment. Feelings of affection 
towards a place create attachment, even if the visit to a place is virtual. The author of Psalm 37 
identifies the land as “safe pasture” (v3) and as a place to “enjoy great peace” (v11). This 
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indicates positive feelings towards the land and suggests attachment to the land. Since the in-
group were evidently longing for the land which was in the hands of the wicked (or out-group), 
though not directly expressed, it is clear that the in-group mentally (if not physically) visited 
the land and felt warm feelings of attachment. 
Cognition is the response of the mind, and often follows the limbic, emotive response. 
Knowledge, memories and beliefs combine to link the people with the place and the events, 
thereby creating attachment to the place. The in-group and the out-group would both have been 
aware of the past events that connected their ancestors with the land – the stories of Abraham, 
Moses and the Conquest were preserved in oral tradition and handed down through the 
generations. The “wise” attitudes and thoughts encouraged by the author also reinforced the 
cognitive attachment to the land. 
After loss, people seek comfort in memories and in history. During the Exile the people had 
time to reflect on their predicament. Those who understood the law and the prophets realised 
that while the promise and gift of land were unconditional, their continued possession was 
conditional and depended on their loyalty and obedience to Yahweh who had given it to them 
(Chapman 2015:202). Inhabitants of the land that were dispossessed at a later stage had 
memories of the land that retained the connection. The memories of the land to which they 
previously had access and the longing for it was reflected in Psalm 37, further illustrating the 
place attachment through cognition. 
The Israelites believed they were residing on the land by God’s authority and under God’s 
protection, not under some arbitrary pleasure of a human king or landlord. This had social and 
practical relevance to each individual family and its land. The cognitive process of belief, 
together with knowledge and memory, contributed to the process of place attachment. For 
ancient Israel there was an invisible connection between justice and fertility that formed part 
of the belief system: just social relations were foundational and a prerequisite for productive 
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land (Brueggemann 2002:186). In terms of place attachment, fertile and productive land 
became very valuable, not only in terms of the harvest, but as a symbol of God’s favour and 
blessing which served to strengthen attachment to the land.  
Behaviour is the third psychological process through which place attachment is expressed. The 
process of cultural learning, interpretation and ritualization conferred meaning on the land, 
thereby authorizing and authenticating it. Chidester (2012) noted that regular ritualization and 
intensive interpretation are key processes that create sacred space. The regular ritualization and 
intensive interpretation were practiced by the Israelite tribes at the time of the writing of Psalm 
37 affirmed the materiality of land. The land became “animated”, open to multiple meanings 
by those individuals and communities who were engaged with it. The Israelites bonded with 
the meaning that was projected onto the land. More specifically, following Chidester, the land 
became sacred to the Israelites. 
The history of the Israelite people was remembered through oral tradition, psalms, and through 
festivals and rituals that marked their journey. These festivals and celebrations honoured God’s 
hand in their story. The offering of tithes and the sacrificing of first-fruits also recognised God’s 
supremacy and ownership. The harvest, ownership, jubilee and other rituals that honoured the 
land created a sense of belonging, but also reinforced social ties and community membership. 
The rituals also provided emotional and cognitive recognition that allowed them to escape from 
their daily stresses. An ongoing honouring and remembering, reinforced daily, over one 
thousand years became very real in the minds of those involved. Yahweh and the land (even 
before the Conquest) had materiality through this ritualization and had become “real” in spite 
of being intangible and subsequently lost through the Exile. Both Yahweh and the land 
embodied agency and contributed to the belief system, reinforcing attachment to the land.   
Moral and righteous behaviour was emphasized in Psalm 37 as wise behaviour and a 
prerequisite to receiving land, as illustrated in verses 3, 4, 7, 8, 11, 27 and 34. The land was 
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postulated as a reward for wise behaviour. In addition, pleading with God and longing for the 
land also recognised the place attachment that was closely tied to behaviour.  
The attachment to the land in Psalm 37 was evident through the definition of people, place and 
process of place attachment. Both the in-group and out-group were clearly attached to the land, 
and the sense of attachment was perhaps heightened by unfair dispossession. Based on an 
understanding of the materiality of land, it provided physical bonds and mediated social 
connections in a literal and metaphorical manner. The practice of oral tradition and collating 
of Scripture (including the Psalms) maintained the attachment to the land through emotions 
and knowledge that was expressed as behaviour. 
2.4.  EVALUATING PLACE ATTACHMENT IN PSALM 37 
Although the components of people, place and process within the framework of place 
attachment indicate that place attachment was part of the psalmist’s understanding of land, it 
is also important to examine the outcomes of place attachment. Looking at outcomes enables 
appreciation of the extent to which place attachment was significant in the life of the psalmist 
and in that of the audience. In terms of material religion, when land receives significance and 
power it becomes part of place-making and meaning-making. Therefore, the extent to which 
land enables religion to become concrete and palpable is a further indication of the impact of 
place attachment.   
2.4.1.  Place perception  
As indicated above, place perception is the result of the entrenched personal meanings and 
historical layers merging with self-identity. In the words of Meyer (2014:206), religion 
becomes concrete through people and their practices and use of things. In Psalm 37, religion 
becomes tangible through land and the meaning that people ascribe to it. 
The concept of divine ownership and divine gift resulted in the experience of historical 
redemption and the resultant relationship with God as the most significant and consequential 
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basis for property ethics: It gave legitimacy and protection to a person’s property, and it also 
set limitations on these rights in terms of far-reaching responsibilities (Wright 1990:118).  
In Psalm 37, land was perceived as a gift from Yahweh that reinforced the “sacred” nuance of 
the land. Land belonged to Yahweh and was his to distribute as an inheritance. This imbued 
the land with spiritual qualities, and through this, land reinforced religion and shaped human 
conduct. The Israelites recognised that the land was a gift from Yahweh – an undeserved and 
unsolicited gift (as quoted in Genesis 12, 15, 22 and many times when the Abrahamic Covenant 
is alluded to). Yahweh had fulfilled the Abrahamic Covenant at the time of the Conquest, and 
that the land would be an “everlasting possession” brought hope during times of doubt. The 
sacred dimension of the place and it’s natural resources reinforced and contributed to place 
perception.   
Scannell and Gifford (2014:278) report that the most consistent predictor of place attachment 
is the amount of time that an individual has spent in a place. Given that the tribal lands were 
fairly well-defined, there was limited mobility, and the kin-groups and family groups were 
significant social structures within the tribes, the ancestral and cultural place attachment to their 
inherited land was strong. 
The self-identity of place perception and layers of meaning ascribed to the land contributes to 
place identity. Place identity was high for both the in-group and the out-group, despite the out-
group enjoying greater access to the land than the in-group. The land that was inhabited by the 
out-group, but desired by the in-group was freighted with meaning through intensive 
interpretation and regular ritualization. That both groups felt they had claim to the land 
indicates a self-serving bias. Identity gained traction through association with the relevant 
social grouping. 
In spite of the marginal quality of much of the agricultural land in Israel and the variable 
patterns of rainfall which impacted on productivity and harvest, the agency that is ascribed to 
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land has a positive impact on place perception. As such, the perception of danger and hardship 
associated with the land and agricultural activity may have been minimised or underplayed.  
2.4.2.  Place preservation  
Much of the land in Israel was used for subsistence agriculture, despite most of it being of 
marginal quality. Since the majority of the inhabitants were poor, the land and the climate often 
impacted directly on their well-being. If the rains occurred at the right times, then the cultivated 
lands produced food for the families and the livestock. If there were unfavourable weather 
patterns, then the food supply was adversely affected. This affected commercial (large-scale) 
as well as subsistence farmers, but the commercial farmers often had greater profit margins, so 
were able to withstand minor adversities better. If there were plagues of disease, then an entire 
harvest could be adversely affected. War was another factor that impacted on the agricultural 
economy. The decimation caused by the Babylonians with their “scorched earth” policy at the 
time of the Exile contributed to challenges within the agricultural sector.  
Since the land literally held the well-being of the people, place dependence was high, and 
fuelled the drive for place preservation. Besides the physical bonds provided, the land also 
provided the context for the social bonds, within the family group and kin-group.  
The destruction of small family landholdings through the onset of economic change and human 
greed led to Israel’s prophets denouncing the situation on the grounds of social justice, but also 
because the family and its land represented a basic socio-economic pillar upon which Israel’s 
relationship with Yahweh was founded (Wright 1990:64-65). The land provided the context 
for the physical bonds as well as the social bonds, and the reaction towards land preservation, 
particularly in a rural setting, is understandable.   
The attachment to the land was reinforced through the Israelite practice of inheritance. The 
practise of inheritance was one of the ways used to protect and preserve the land for future 
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generations. The laws made provision for keeping the land within the kin-group. Furthermore, 
since land was understood as a gift from God, there was additional responsibility implied in 
terms of preserving the land and using it sustainably. 
The principle of inheritance affirmed that there were enduring and resilient networks of 
meaning and relationship, and these were fundamental to the shape of society. (Brueggemann 
2002:88) Within a family group, land was bequeathed to heirs: “… there was no other legal 
method devised whereby (an Israelite) might come into permanent possession of landed 
property and there was therefore no proper way in which to dispose of property except to 
apportion it to his legal heirs.” (Wright 1990:57) The default position of the Torah was a form 
of primogeniture through which the first-born son inherited a double portion, and other sons 
each received a portion4. Only in the case of no sons would the daughter/s would receive the 
inheritance (Hiers 1993:124).  
Leviticus 25:23 set out the rationale for Israel’s system of land tenure: “The land must not be 
sold permanently, because the land is mine and you are but aliens and tenants.” However, 
scholars still occasionally debate the concepts of the inalienability of land compared to the 
context of common ownership and periodic redistribution within the tribes (Wright 1990:57-
58). It is important to note, however, that the Old Testament does not provide any evidence of 
an Israelite voluntarily selling land outside of the family group (Wright 1990:56). The sale 
price was determined by number of harvests till Jubilee when the land reverted to the original 
tribe’s owners. 
Psalm 37 highlights the role of inheritance of land as providing a means for future survival. 
The word “inherit” (in one instance “inheritance”) is mentioned six times within the forty 
                                                 
4 However, Hiers (1993:122) cites that there is little evidence that the double portion for the eldest son was 
practiced during the biblical period. 
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verses (vv 9, 11, 18, 22, 29, 34) and is always associated with land. In two additional verses: 
dwelling in the land and enjoying safe pasture (v2) and dwelling in the land forever (v27), the 
desire and hope for land as a means to provide for the future illustrates place dependence and 
the drive towards place preservation. 
It is useful to assess the extent of place attachment by examining the inter-relationship of place 
identity and place dependence on the graphical representation created by Sebastien. A high 
place identity (perception) and place dependence (preservation), indicates high place 
attachment to the land embodied in Psalm 37. 
Since the land was perceived as a gift from Yahweh, and had a generational history among the 
people of Israel (both the in-group and the out-group), place perception and place identity were 
high for the author and audience of Psalm 37, compared to the more recent inhabitants. For the 
in-group who did not have access to the land, hope for the land formed the basis for place 
identity. Both the in-group and the out-group identified high relatively levels of insideness. 
However, place identification (and hope for the land) is likely to be stronger for the in-group 
compared to the out-group. The “wicked schemes” of the out-group and their disrespect for 
their fellow Jews indicates that the level of insideness was not as high for the out-group as the 
in-group. 
In terms of place dependence and the drive to place preservation, this this was certainly higher 
among rural residents who were dependent on agriculture for their survival compared to urban 
inhabitants who had non-agricultural occupations. On the other hand, more recent, non-
believing residents who lived in urban areas would probably not have had the same attachment 
to the land. 
Thus, Psalm 37 embraces the spirituality of the land that contributed to place identity. The 
predominantly rural population was also dependent on the land for agriculture. This contributed 
to place dependence. As a result of high levels of place perception and place preservation, the 
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author and audience of Psalm 37 had high place attachment – and, in this instance, the 
attachment was to the land. The place dependence of the out-group was likely to have been 
lower than for the in-group. The out-group flaunted their ownership and “plotted schemes”. 
The indication in v18 - 19 that the in-group would not suffer during times of disaster or famine 
indicates that because they were dependent on the land for their survival Yahweh would look 
after them. 
 
Figure 3 Place attachment in Psalm 37 
Using Sebastien’s framework (2020), augmented by the work of Scannell and Gifford (2014), 
this graph illustrates a high place attachment to the land for the in-group in Psalm 37, where 
place identity and place dependence are both high. A high place dependence translated into a 
need to use the land responsibly and sustainably. On the other hand, the place attachment for 
the out-group was likely to have been slightly lower, evidenced by the way they treated their 
fellow Jews and the way they used the land and because they arguably had alternative survival 
strategies. Those who had an urban existence and were less dependent on the land for their 
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survival are likely to have had a lower extent of place attachment compared to the rural 
inhabitants who were dependent on the land and climate for their existence.  
2.4.3.  Place loss 
Place loss was common within the history of the Israelites. The Exiles, who comprised the 
cream of society, lost their land to the Babylonians when they were deported. They lost their 
homes, their land and their social status in the community. This was a tangible and literal loss, 
and the attachment to their ancestral land would have been felt deeply, especially when they 
no longer had access to it. Communal roots and nostalgia are contributors to place identity, 
resulting in a possible heightening of the land attachment through the “unfair” loss. The 
prophets reminded the returning Exiles that land needed to be understood in terms of 
precariousness and graciousness of covenant (Brueggemann 2002:144). Those who did not 
make a prosperous and successful new life in Babylon longed to return to Judah. The young 
people who were in Exile were without hope and direction. Even though the Babylonian Exiles 
may have enjoyed benefits from the Babylonian economy, songs such as Psalm 137:1-6 voiced 
their grief and despair, suggesting homesickness and desperation about their loss of freedom 
(Farisani 2004:384). The visceral experience of place loss affirms the extent of place 
attachment. 
At the time of the Exile, some of the land belonging to large landowners was redistributed to 
the landless and refugees of the city and country for cultivation. This afforded the Babylonians 
some degree of loyalty from the remaining populace (Farisani 2008:78-79). Those who 
remained in Israel (the working and lower classes) theologically justified the Exiles’ land loss 
as Yahweh’s judgement on the exploitation of the upper class and as a de facto liberation from 
debt (Farisani 2008:79). However, not all of the poor of the land became property owners – the 
majority residing in Palestine remained poor and oppressed (Farisani 2008:81) as a result of 
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conflict, drought and the loss of good agricultural land. Despite not owning physical land, the 
social interactions and social capital would still contribute to attachment to the land.   
At the time of the Babylonian occupation, porous borders with neighbours resulted in 
encroachment, particularly onto the good agricultural land that may have been unoccupied. 
With encroachment and Babylonian expropriation during the Exile, much of the prime 
agricultural land was no longer within the province of Judah. The bulk of the province was 
now within the hill country, and the land best suited to grain was substantially reduced in area 
(Farisani 2008:80).  
Not only was land frequently lost to foreign and neighbouring authorities, but land became an 
instrument in bargaining under conditions of economic hardship. Peasants were frequently 
forced to hand over their land to their creditors in order to pay off their debts – a custom that 
had flourished in Babylon previously formed part of the socio-ideological understanding in 
Judah (Farisani 2008:79). Those who lived on their own land had, to a large degree lost their 
territorial and social integrity (Farisani 2008:80). However, the attachment to the land remained 
strong. Particularly in instances of forceful removal (instead of voluntary relinquishment) place 
loss tended to entrench place attachment as the people affected grieved what had been taken 
from them.  
Psalm 37 is set in the context of place loss, where the author and the audience (the in-group) 
tangibly feel the dispossession as the author urges the audience to persevere with their upright 
life, honouring the Covenant with Yahweh and being wise in the ways of Yahweh, as they wait 
for Yahweh’s justice and blessing in returning the land to its rightful owners (Botha 2020:10). 
The magnitude of the place loss that is experienced and expressed demonstrates the extent of 
the attachment to the land.   
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2.4.4.  Benefits of well-being  
The benefits of well-being as presented by Scannell and Gifford form the fourth outcome of 
place attachment. Many of these benefits have been alluded to and discussed in the previous 
sections, but will be summarised here. 
The attachment to the land provides memories – memories of Yahweh’s promises and 
provision provide a sense of perpetuity over time. Psalm 37 illustrates the memories and 
familiarity of the previous occupation that forms the basis for the attachment to land: memory 
that is kept alive with the expectation and hope of inheritance. The in-group of Psalm 37 are 
encouraged to continue in their wise and righteous ways. Verses 23, 28 and 32-33 remind the 
audience of their past experience of Yahweh’s support and protection. It is these memories that 
bring comfort and reassurance, especially in times of trouble.  
The Psalm also acknowledged positive emotions associated with the land since it was 
articulated as something to be desired by the in-group. The land in Psalm 37 conjures up further 
positive emotions associated with the land, including safety (v3), peace (v11), blessings (v22) 
and permanence (v29). These positive emotions filled the audience with hope, and reinforced 
the attachment to the land. Besides harnessing and inviting positive emotions, the land also 
provided activity support for agriculture and was perceived to be an answer to landlessness and 
the difficult circumstances associated with poverty, faced especially by the in-group. Without 
land, a subsistence existence was challenging. Furthermore, waiting for the land (v7) provided 
an opportunity for introspection regarding behaviour (righteous behaviour versus wicked 
behaviour) and an opportunity for self-growth.  
Through the social connections within the agricultural community and among the kin-group, 
the sense of belonging is a further psychological benefit of place attachment. The Exiles felt 
this loss of community during their time in Babylon, which helps explain the in-group’s longing 
for the land as expressed in the Psalm. The land also provided physical and psychological 
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comfort through familiarity and a sense of economic security, particularly in terms of 
opportunities for subsistence agriculture. An understanding of the potential of the land to 
produce crops (e.g. “safe pasture” v3) and provide a home for the family was a practical benefit 
of attachment to the land that brought comfort. The land also provided a place for recreation 
and relaxation, since it represented the home. However, the land also provided place for 
entertainment and stimulation through planning and attending to the communal celebrations 
associated with agricultural cycles. The land facilitated a connection with nature and with 
Yahweh, the Creator and ultimate owner of the land. Ownership was desirable because it 
provided full access to the landholding and provided the benefit of privacy, but ownership was 
not a prerequisite for land attachment. Even if land was not owned by the in-group, familiarity 
with it provided hope and stimulated the drive towards survival and nurtured the benefit of 
aesthetics.   
Thus, Psalm 37 both implicitly and explicitly illustrates the well-being benefits of place 
attachment for the landless in-group. The memories associated with the land are particularly 
strong, as are the kin-group relationships that it represents. On the basis of these perceived 
benefits, the in-group yearn for the land as their inheritance from Yahweh. The promise of the 
land guides their behaviour, and provides them with hope in their poverty.  
2.5.  SUMMARY 
The hope of Nelson Mandela that was spoken into the context of Apartheid South Africa echoes 
the hope of the author of Psalm 37 that was spoken into the context of injustice, dispossession 
and inequality in post-exilic Israel. Although the exact dating and authorship of Psalm 37 
remains unclear, there were definite factions within Jewish society, and these manifested in 
land possession and land-use.  
Land not only provided physical sustenance (through agriculture), but Psalm 37 embodied the 
social bonds with land, and acknowledged land as providing a mediating relationship between 
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God and God’s people. Through intensive interpretation and regular ritualisation the land 
shaped the inhabitants as much as the inhabitants shaped the land. The significance of land in 
Psalm 37 illustrates the materiality that manifested through animation, mediation and agency 
and was kept alive through oral tradition. 
The extent of land attachment in Psalm 37 is clearly illustrated by the high level of place 
identity informed by insideness (whether as part of the in-group, or as part of the out-group 
[perhaps less so]). Place dependence was also high, particularly for the bulk of the (mostly 
rural) population who were dependent on the land for their survival. The author(s) of Psalm 37 
recognised both high place identity and place dependence for the in-group. The inclination to 
preserve the land was driven by the dependence, and place loss was keenly felt when 
dispossession occurred. The unjust environment that precipitated dispossession did not assist 
in place detachment, but seemed to fuel place attachment. The psychological benefits 
(especially memory and sense of belonging) that the audience (and author(s)) provided hope 
and encouraged upright living. Like Nelson Mandela, the author(s) of Psalm 37 hoped for a 
day when the land (of Israel) would be free from oppression. Given the on-going Israeli-




ANCIENT TEXTS - MATTHEW 5: 1-12 
“The land is so much more than it’s analysis” 
John Steinbeck (The Grapes of Wrath) 
3.1.  INTRODUCTION 
The Gospels provide a record of Jesus’ earthly ministry. However, it is not an exhaustive 
record.  The accounts were only written down between 40-60 years after Jesus’ crucifixion 
(Clarke 2003:xvii). In the interim the stories were largely maintained through oral tradition. It 
is important to recognise that the Gospels were written on the basis of Jesus’ often enigmatic 
words, with actions unreliably witnessed and imperfectly recorded, which were then passed on 
in languages Jesus did not speak. John Steinbeck’s quote about land from The Grapes of Wrath 
evokes The Beatitudes (and to the words of Jesus in general) – given the metaphorical and 
symbolic manner in which Jesus taught. Admittedly Jesus didn’t speak much about land, but 
the land he did speak of was laden with depth and complexities. The land (or earth) in Matthew 
5:5 is far much more than its surface definition. However, in the novel, Steinbeck was 
recognising the depth of attachment that farmers had with the land (compared to the newer 
mechanical forms of agriculture which did not have the same commitment and connection with 
the soil). The range of meanings that are given to land by the inhabitants illustrates the agency, 
mediation and animation of material religion.   
The Gospels were not drafted as an accurate historical record of life in Jesus’ time, although 
they do provide insights in this regard. Rather, for Clarke (2003:xx), the Gospels had a larger 
purpose and were written in order to establish the kingdom of God as a spiritual reality in the 
hearts of the faithful and as a hope for the future. The Gospels created a theological 
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understanding in terms of Christology5, soteriology6 and Trinity7. They also created an 
organization that was both temporal and spiritual, and a system of sacraments that would 
liturgically witness to God’s continuing presence in their churches. 
Scholars agree that the Gospel of Matthew was written before 100 CE, but after the destruction 
of the Temple in Jerusalem in 70 CE (Sim 1998:31-40). Matthew 22:7 refers to a destroyed 
city, which possibly corresponds to the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CE. Matthew’s Gospel 
is likely to be composed between 85 CE and 95 CE (Clarke 2003:xxii, Gale 2005:5, France 
2011:906). 
Matthew’s community was almost certainly living in the aftermath of the first Jewish revolt 
against Rome (66 - 70 CE) and the subsequent destruction of the Temple by the Romans, with 
the dominant Temple priesthood’s loss in power (Chapman 2015:22, Riches 2005:3, Sim 
1998:2). Within the Mediterranean world, the whole population of the Jewish people had been 
weakened by a programme of public humiliation by the Roman authorities (Riches 2005:3). In 
terms of their association with the Jews, the Christians were also persecuted, which fuelled 
conflict between these groups (France 2011:906). Most scholars agree that Matthew’s Gospel 
reflects a bitter conflict between the evangelist’s community and the leading figures in 
emergent formative Judaism, although there is some disagreement over the details8 (Sim 
1998:2). 
Matthew’s Gospel was written in Hellenistic Greek. For Gale (2005:162), the authors of the 
Matthean Gospel and the corresponding community were conservative Jewish Christians who 
                                                 
5 Christology showed how Jesus could be both God and man. 
6 Soteriology in the Gospels focussed on revealing Jesus, not just a teacher and prophet, but as the Redeemer of 
humankind: bodily resurrected and ascended. 
7 The Gospels tried to reconcile the traditional insistence on God’s unity with the evangelists’ scattered reference 
to a triad of divine powers. 
8 It is uncertain whether the conflict was between two Jewish groups of between a Christian community and those 
who belonged to Judaism (Sim 1998:2).  
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remained loyal to the Torah. The authors’ understanding and familiarity with Judaism was 
evidenced by the use of Jewish exegetical techniques. The exact author of Matthew’s Gospel 
was unknown, although it was historically attributed to the Apostle Matthew, the tax collector. 
However, this is unlikely because the author doesn’t indicate ever being an eyewitness to the 
gospel events, and the apparent dependence on Mark, who was not an apostle, is not explained 
(Clark 2003:xxi).  
The authors used Jewish literary and exegetical techniques including allusions, irony, chiastic 
arrangements, wordplay and other literary devices (Gale 2005:166). Some scholars concluded 
that the author of the Gospel was a converted Pharisee or rabbi, based on the author’s 
knowledge of Judaism (Clarke 2003:xxii). For Gale, however, the authors were likely to have 
been learned Jewish scribes, based on the use of the Old Testament (Gale 2005:110) and the 
references from three languages9.  
The main sources used the in construction of the Matthean Gospel were Mark’s Gospel as the 
main basis and narrative outline, and another source, now called Q (from the German word 
Quelle or “source”) or the “Sayings Source”, in Aramaic or Greek (Clarke 2003:xxii). Based 
on a textual analysis, the Matthean scribes carefully constructed the Gospel, interpreting Old 
Testament texts to show how Jesus fulfilled Jewish prophesy (Gale 2005:159). 
The location of the Matthean community is less certain than the dating or authorship of the 
Gospel. Gale argued that the Matthean community was likely to have been located in a major 
city because money in the ancient world flowed to the cities. Given the cost of producing the 
Gospel, it was likely that the Matthean community was based in an urban environment (Gale 
2005:163). 
                                                 
9 Hebrew, Greek and Aramaic 
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Scholarly consensus has traditionally placed Matthew’s Gospel in Antioch on the Orontes, the 
capital of the Roman province of Syria, where Jesus’ disciples were first called Christians 
(Clarke 2003:xxii, Sim 1998:27). A law-abiding and anti-Pauline Matthean community based 
in Antioch is consistent with the Hellenist and Pauline origin of the Christian movement in 
Antioch (Sim 1998:27). The population in Antioch was Greek speaking and contained a mix 
of Jews and Gentiles (Gale 2005:164). 
However, Gale (2005:164) made a strong argument that Matthew’s Gospel probably originated 
from Sepphoris, a major city in Galilee. He cited ancient Rabbinic texts indicating that many 
rabbis were active in Galilee (and in Sepphoris) at the time of the Matthean community. 
Although the Mishnah and other texts mentioned Syria, it was used more sparingly than in 
Galilee. Sepphoris was a wealthy, aristocratic, Jewish city. This is the same type of population 
who would have been in conflict with the group of Jewish Christians associated with Matthew’s 
community. The uncertainty about where Mathew’s Gospel was written makes it more easily 
applicable to a non-specific geographical area, to include the broader concept of earth and all 
of creation. This shift also allowed the application of Jesus’ teachings about blessings in a non-
material and looser manner to more conceptual ideas, and the expansion of the Yahweh’s 
covenant with Abraham as applicable to “all nations on earth” (Genesis 12:3). Irrespective of 
where the Matthean community was located, both Matthew’s group and the wider Jewish 
community were living in the aftermath of the Jewish revolt and of the Roman humiliation and 
stigmatization of the Jews (Riches 2005:5).  
There has been some debate regarding the extent to which the Matthean community and 
formative Judaism were aligned or distinctive. Sim (1998:2-5) summarized the arguments of 
significant role players in the debate. For G.N. Stanton the Matthean community was a 
Christian institution closely related to and in opposition with the Jewish synagogue from which 
it had recently parted. On the other hand, J.A. Overman, and subsequently A.J. Saldarini, 
argued that the Matthean community was a Jewish sectarian group (Jewish Christians) who 
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were Jewish followers of Jesus and were in competition with the more powerful parent body 
of formative Judaism (Sim 1998:2-3, 26-27). For Sim, Overman’s argument is stronger because 
the conflict with the Jewish body is more appropriately explained as a Jewish sect within 
Judaism, compared to Stanton’s Christian sect outside of Jerusalem (Sim 1998:5). 
Davies (1993:17-26) argued that Matthew’s Gospel was a historical narrative, centring on the 
life, death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. However, it lacked details regarding a 
description of the political, social and economic environment in which Jesus lived, and the 
geography and details of location that could be expected in such an account. The Gospel 
provided an incomplete narrative about Jesus’ life through the pen of an omniscient and 
omnipresent narrator who was influential, but covert, self-effacing and unobtrusive. Finally, 
what set Matthew’s Gospel apart from a historical narrative, but provided a new dimension, 
was the theological framework within which it was set, with the Jewish Scriptures quoted and 
alluded to as authoritative oracles of God and people depicted as responsible religious and 
ethical agents who deserved praise or blame for their spiritual allegiances. 
In summary, Matthew’s Gospel was primarily written for an audience familiar with Judaism, 
yet was inclusive and catholic, embracing the contradictions of human experience and the 
paradoxes of faith, as it emphasized Jesus’ life and death. In addition, it looked back to Israel 
and the Old Testament for its validation through the fulfilment of promises, but also looked 
forward in its final lines to “all nations” of the world (Clarke 2003:xxiv). The authors were 
educated and confident that the community that followed the Jewish laws was also capable of 
understanding the plethora of literary techniques and the skilful textual editing (Gale 
2005:167). This provides a good basis for understanding the Sermon on the Mount and, within 
that, the Beatitudes, to which we now turn. 
The teachings of Jesus known as the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:3-7:27) parallel Luke’s 
version which has been referred to as the Sermon on the Plain (Luke 6:20b-49). Given 
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Matthew’s use of the Old Testament in his account of Jesus’ life, there is a possibility that the 
“Mount” referred to in Matthew’s Gospel was Mt Sinai in Exodus, rather than a physical feature 
of the Galilean topography (Clarke 2003:xv). It has been postulated that the setting on a 
mountain mirrored the Law given to Moses on Mt Sinai, thereby suggesting that Jesus’ teaching 
role represented that of a second Moses, ascending a mountain to preach a “Messianic Torah”, 
a new and radical reorientation of values (Clarke 2003:61). However, unlike Moses, Jesus’ 
message was given in the context in which the establishment of God’s eschatological kingdom 
was expected in the near future (Davies 1993:48). Matthew presented an animated Jesus as the 
fulfilment of Israel’s messianic hopes (Clarke 2003:xviii).  
Clarke commented that Matthew’s version of the Sermon on the Mount contained a “Moses 
motif” and was both Mosaic and a mosaic (Clarke 2003:63). Not only was there a symmetry 
between Moses receiving the law on Mt Sinai and Jesus, but the collection of teachings read 
like a mosaic: The Sermon might not have been delivered in one setting (Clarke 2003:63), but 
may have been a collection of Jesus’ addresses and ad-hoc comments on different occasions 
that are now divorced from their clarifying contexts of setting, audience, occasion and 
circumstance. For W.A. Meeks (cf. Sim 1998:141) the Sermon on the Mount read like the ethic 
of a Jewish sect. Other scholars have interpreted the Sermon as the constitution of the Matthean 
community which regulated the life of its members (Sim 1998:141). In Matthew’s account of 
the Sermon on the Mount Jesus was sitting, like a Jewish teacher, or a Greco-Roman 
philosopher, as he addressed both his disciples and “the multitudes”, although it was often 
unclear which group was meant to be his primary audience. According to Davies (1993:48) 
Jesus’ teaching was addressed to the crowds in the presence of the disciples. However, the 
disciples could have represented Matthew’s own community, whereas the larger crowd could 
have reflected those who were still to be evangelized (Clarke 2003:62). Clarke also noted that 
in most instances, Jesus’ counsels were personal and individual (rather than social) with an 
inward and spiritual focus, and an assurance of rewards for those who practiced good deeds. 
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He concluded that Jesus’ concern was not so much with the saving of society, but creating a 
society of saviours (Clarke 2003:63). 
Luke was less concerned with Jesus’ role as the second Moses, and therefore located Jesus’ 
teaching “on the plain” (Clarke 2003:62). Both versions were based on collections of the 
sayings of Jesus and both are likely to have been taken from different versions of Q, and further 
edited by the Evangelists Matthew and Luke respectively as they were woven together to put 
forward a particular theological understanding10 (Stanton 1992:736). 
The Beatitudes form the first part of the Sermon on the Mount. At the outset of the Sermon on 
the Mount, the Beatitudes provided a summary description of the character of a true disciple, 
both in the present and in the future. They unpacked what it meant to be obedient to the double 
commandment of love, on which “hang all the law and the prophets” (Green 2001:288). The 
Beatitudes also served as a portrait of Jesus; for example, offering a non-violent response to 
violence – foreshadowing Jesus’ response to his arrest in the passion narrative (Green 
2001:290). 
In the Latin Vulgate Bible, the initial words “beati sunt” were translated as “blessed are”. These 
verses described the qualities pertaining to the Kingdom of Heaven and provided the basis for 
the term “Beatitudes”. The Beatitudes first described the blessed nature of those within the 
community – grace and the presence of God was available for those struggling with life. The 
second half were “help” beatitudes that invited the audience to live differently towards one 
another and those outside of the community (Sim 1998:141).   
Matthew and Luke had in common the four Beatitudes found in Q that referred to the poor, the 
hungry, those who weep and those who are persecuted. Matthew added five further Beatitudes 
                                                 
10 Each of the Gospel author(s) pursues a different theological agenda.  
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that are found only in his Gospel: the blessings on the meek (Mt 5:5), the merciful (Mt 5:7), 
the pure in heart (Mt 5:8), the peacemakers (Mt 5:9) and a second saying concerning 
persecution (Mt 5:11-12). These amendments support the suggestion that Matthew was 
particularly concerned with ethical conduct and keeping the law (Stanton 1992:741). Luke’s 
Beatitudes, on the other hand, tended to be less spiritual than Matthew’s (Clarke 2003:65). 
They were crafted after Matthew’s Beatitudes through a process of reduction and redaction 
(Green 2001:283). 
Stanton (1992:737-739) provided a useful overview of the progression of interpretation of the 
Sermon on the Mount as recorded in Matthew’s Gospel. It is probable that Origen wrote the 
first commentary on this passage in the middle of the third century, but only a small fragment 
of this has survived. Chrysostom and Augustine wrote their influential expositions at the end 
of the fourth century, insisting that the Sermon on the Mount was the perfect pattern for the life 
of all Christians.  
The Beatitudes have formed the subject of teaching for many theologians over the years, 
including Thomas Aquinas, Luther and Calvin. These commentaries have focused on the 
continuity and discontinuity between the “old Law” (Law of Bondage) which was largely 
obscured in Judaism and the “new” (Law of liberty) which regarded the Sermon on the Mount 
as a summary of Jesus’ doctrine (Stanton 1992:737). Since the twentieth century research has 
focused on what part of the Beatitudes came from Jesus’ actual teaching concerning the end-
times11, and the extent to which Matthew the Evangelist shaped the traditions he incorporated 
into chapter 5-7 (Clarke 2003:64, Stanton 1992:739). Since 1945, interpretation of the Sermon 
and Matthew’s gospel as a whole has focused on redaction criticism.  It is recognised that 
                                                 
11 Weiss (1892) and Schweitzer (1901) both believed that the ethical teaching of Jesus was intended as preparation 
for the coming kingdom. Bacon (1902) further emphasized Jesus’ teachings as prophetic rather than legislative 
(c.f. Stanton 1992:379). 
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Matthew reshaped the traditions at his disposal in terms of the needs of his first readers, who 
were facing persecution following the second destruction of the Temple in 70 CE. Irrespective 
of the extent of Matthew’s conflation, the Beatitudes provided insight on how the Evangelist 
understood a comprehensive presentation of the Messiah in word and deed with an enlargement 
of the Gospel of Mark (Green 2001:292).  
Jesus’ teaching concerned a radical, alternative and eschatological wisdom and lifestyle, where 
the poor, meek and persecuted were blessed, and “insiders” were given a different way of 
assessing what and who was false versus true. Although opponents may have claimed to know 
who Jesus was, where he was from, and the source of his power, “insiders” knew differently. 
This built a sense of common identity among the insiders and reflected Matthew’s literary 
strategy (Shaw 2007:316). The Beatitudes offered reassurance and consolation, promising a 
share in the kingdom of heaven for those who knew few rewards in this earthly kingdom. For 
them, there was the ultimate assurance of a divine reward: to be “blessed” and saved by God 
(Clarke 2003:65).  
In the Beatitudes Jesus explained the significance of the eschatological perspective for the 
present return of God. In the light of the eschatological reversal which God was about to effect, 
Jesus’ teaching was structured to encourage people to behave justly and mercifully by living a 
humble lifestyle and by accepting the inevitable persecution that this would entail (Davies 
1993:50). Jesus elaborated on the blessings of God’s empire that reverse societal injustice. The 
poor and powerless who lacked options, resources and hope would be saved from the present 
unjust order to know God’s just and merciful reign (Matthew 5:3-4) in which they would have 
access to adequate resources and land to sustain a satisfying life marked by justice (Matthew 
5:5-6) (Carter 2005:164). The reframing of society’s understanding of the experienced 
hardships ascribed new meanings that facilitated eschatological interpretation. The 
eschatological scenarios of Jesus’ blessing provided a cosmic framework in which the demise 
of Rome was certain. While the future reversal was assured, it was also anticipated in the 
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present through actions of mercy, seeking and doing God’s will, making peace that expressed 
the justice of God’s purposes and not the militarily sustained domination of the Roman order, 
and faithfully enduring the inevitable backlash challenge to the status quo (Matthew 5:7-12) 
(Carter 2005:164). 
The third Beatitude assured the meek, presumably those who are quiet, modest and self-
effacing, that they shall “inherit the earth”12. Although Matthew 5:5 makes reference to Psalm 
37, land in and of itself was not regarded as a major theme in the New Testament. It was, 
however, an important issue for the Jews, which may account for it being mentioned in 
Matthew’s account of the Beatitudes rather than Luke’s. For Wainwright (2016:79), the 
reinterpretation of inheritance of the land (Psalm 37) to inheritance of the earth (Matthew 5:5) 
affirms that the author, recalling Jesus’, is not referring to dirt or ground, but to include the 
Earth as what Sally McFague refers to as the “Body of God” (c.f. Wainwright 2016:79). As 
such, the earth is envisaged to sustain all life, and therefore includes air, water, land and all 
living creatures. As the church was to expand in all the world, all the material earth was to be 
blessed by its presence. People were to steward and value the land on which they lived 
wherever in the world they were. 
By examining the historical and socio-economic contexts as they relate to Matthew 5, it is 
possible to determine the extent to which the ancient authors recognised place attachment in 
Jesus’ teachings. 
3.2.  HISTORICAL AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC BACKGROUND 
After the Persians ruled the empire, this was followed by the Greek empire where the Ptolemies 
and Seleucids imposed Greek culture and religion. By the first century BCE the Romans had 
taken control of the Mediterranean area. It was in the context of Roman rule that Jesus was 
                                                 
12 GK Chesterton (1874-1936) suggested that inheritance of the earth happened only once in history, when the 
monasteries succeeded the Roman Empire in Europe (Clarke 2003:66).   
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ministering. The Roman Empire provided the political control and was perceived and 
experienced as an instrument of oppression. Hellenism provided a pervasive cultural influence 
over the whole Mediterranean area, and the Israelite tradition provided the linguistic, cultural 
and religious heritage (Hanson & Oakman 1998:7). First century Judaea had multiple and 
overlapping contexts: Hebrew in religion, Aramaic in language, Greek in culture, Roman in 
administration, together with the dualities of urban and rural, orthodox and sectarian, peaceful 
and hostile (Clarke 2003:xiv). Rome retained and maintained domination through property 
ownership, labour control and brute force (Häkinnen 2016:1). 
As a historian, Josephus provided valuable yet sparse and often self-serving information about 
Rome’s political control of the area at the time of the New Testament. Herod Antipas and other 
descendants of Herod the Great inherited sections of the Empire over which they ruled as 
clients of Rome. However, as practicing Jews, they could regulate internal affairs as long as 
taxes were paid to Rome and peace was maintained. The provinces of Judaea and Samaria were 
ruled by a Roman prefect, subject to the Roman legate of Syria, but the Jewish interests in 
Judaea were safeguarded by the high priest and his advisors (Davies 1993:18). Measured 
cooperation between the Roman authorities and the Jewish leadership provided the Romans 
with a level of peace within the Empire, and the situation was financially rewarding for the 
Jewish governing class. By the first century BCE, the Jews had gained important concessions 
that allowed them to keep the Sabbath and offer sacrifices in the Jerusalem temple for the 
emperor rather than to Roman gods. They had the right to assemble in their synagogues within 
Palestine and throughout the Roman world (Davies 1993:18).  
Within Palestine the social institutions of kinship interpenetrated political, economic and 
religious life and structured the power relations according to the honour/shame culture which 
influenced most decisions (Hanson & Oakman 1998:3-4). Honour was received by birth into 
an honourable family, or gained with honourable deeds, and was more important than wealth. 
People lost their status when they were incapable of paying off their debt, were imprisoned, 
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lost their inherited land, or became severely ill. Shame was bestowed on those who were poor 
or publicly despised. The state did not show much concern for the poor (Häkinnen 2016:4). In 
addition, Hanson and Oakman argued that the needs of the group tended to take precedence in 
agrarian societies. Loyalty to the family, clan, village, political faction and religious group were 
fundamental (and contributed to the honour/shame culture), and this resulted in limited 
geographical and social mobility (Hanson & Oakman 1998:5).  
Palestine was an advanced agrarian subsistence economy involving plough-farming, 
viticulture, herding, horticulture and fishing. Poverty was visibly widespread and common. 
Based on data from urban areas of over 10 000 inhabitants, Häkinnen (2016:3) calculated that 
90% of the population lived closed to the poverty line or below it. Typically, most people were 
rural peasants who resided in villages that surrounded the cities, but were dominated by the 
ruling elites who often inhabited cities. The cities extracted agricultural surpluses through taxes 
and rent, in exchange for the benefits of cultic services and administration (Häkinnen 2016:1). 
Wealth was based on the ownership of land and concentrated in the hands of a small section of 
the population – the well-connected and influential elite who enriched themselves at the 
expense of the peasantry. The landowners rented their land to tenant-farmers who, together 
with their families and possibly slaves, actually worked on the land (Häkinnen 2016:2). The 
smallholders who had previously tilled their own fields became serfs on the growing estates of 
their wealthy neighbours. In addition to this, the religious elite provided an additional layer of 
regulation and demanded an offering from the subsistence income towards the Temple. 
Furthermore, the peasants also needed to pay taxes to the Herodian kings, and tribute to the 
Roman conquerors (Horsley 2006:1201). The increased financial pressures created huge stress 
and led to the disintegration of family structures and village communities. “The changed 
situation from a landowner or peasant farmer into a tenant farmer or day labourer was dramatic 
for many Galileans. The peasant farmers were permanently poor and in continuous danger to 
fall under the subsistence level” (Häkinnen 2016:7). As a result of the dire economic situation, 
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people often went into debt. The setting was ripe for social renewal and political resistance as 
the peasants challenged the Roman imperial order (Horsley 2006:1210). Häkinnen (2016:1) 
also cites the ambitious Roman building projects which demanded increased taxes and forced 
labour that made life even more challenging, and contributed towards the birth and rapid 
increase of the early Jesus movement in Galilee. 
Jesus’ ministry in Galilee took place almost entirely in villages and the countryside, among 
peasants, farmers, fishermen, artisans and day labourers. Although agricultural and pastoral 
concerns seemed to predominate, Matthew’s Gospel also recorded merchants (Davies 1993:19) 
although these were also likely to be operating around and just above subsistence level. Jesus’ 
messages in the Gospels regularly critiqued the ruling classes (Hanson & Oakman 1998:10). 
The Beatitudes in Matthew 5 consists of a series of blessings that Jesus pronounced on the 
poor, hungry and mourning. It is argued that Jesus aimed to restore mutuality and the solidarity 
of village community life to counter the pressures that contributed to the disintegration of 
community life, especially the heavy taxation which resulted in indebtedness to the wealthy 
and exacerbated poverty and hunger (Horsley 2006:1217). Crossan and Reid (c.f. Häkinnen 
2016:7) argued that Jesus’ itinerant lifestyle was the result of a loss of everything due to 
taxation, indebtedness and poor harvests. Only at a later date was it viewed as idealist 
asceticism (Häkinnen 2016:7). 
The Jewish War of 66 – 74 CE was a war against Roman oppression, fought by the Jews at a 
time when there was chaos in the Roman Empire (Davies 1993:26). The Romans had forced 
the new world into being in 70 CE by their destruction of the temple in the course of crushing 
the first Jewish revolt. With the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple, the Jews were 
subjected to public humiliation and an identity crisis, as one of the key markers of the Jewish 
identity, the Temple and its cult, had been destroyed (Riches 2005:1). The Jews were then 
required to pay an additional punitive tax to support the temple of Jupiter Capitolinus in Rome, 
further contributing to poverty (Häkinnen 2016:9). The destruction of the Temple precipitated 
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many of the Jews dispersing in exile, and needing to re-establish their faith around the local 
synagogue and under the immediate leadership of the scribes and Pharisees (Clarke 2003:xxii). 
Gale argued that the scribe, who had become a “scripture specialist”, played an important role 
in revising the rites and cults associated with Jewish cult enabling the practice of faith to 
continue independent of the Temple following its destruction (Gale 2005:90).  
The socio-political structure was enmeshed in and secured by military and religious sanction. 
The gods had chosen Rome to rule and to manifest their blessing through the Pax Romana, and 
this reinforced imperial theology and propaganda (Carter 2005:164). Research by Carter 
indicates that displays of Roman power and control were pervasive, including a military 
presence and taxation. There were vast societal inequalities, economic exploitation and 
political oppression. The Roman and allied provincial elites (less than 5% of the population) 
formed the ruling class and its retainers, and they controlled power and resources for wealth. 
The status system generally honoured the wealthy, powerful, Roman and provincial males and 
despised those of little power, wealth and status. This fuelled tensions at a number of different 
levels, with frustration levels heightened by the lack of opportunities for social improvement 
(Carter 2005:150). In the light of this, the Beatitudes were subversively counter-cultural, 
especially in terms of the honour and shame culture of the time (Carter 2000:130).  
The authors of Matthew’s Gospel had a grounding in a Jewish education and were sympathetic 
towards its laws. Riches (2005:2) presented Saldarini’s argument that, although regarded as 
deviant by dominant forces of Judaism at the time, the Matthean community should be 
understood as an integral part of first-century Jewish society even though there was increasing 
pressure to establish their distinctiveness. By the end of the first century, formative Judaism, 
whose members claimed to be guardians of the Mosaic legal tradition, was engaged in debates 
with the Jewish Christians concerning the nature and scope of the laws derived from the written 
and oral Torah. The scribes were particularly concerned with how the Torah was observed, 
especially after the Temple in Jerusalem had been destroyed (Gale 2005:163).  
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Although Matthew’s community was conservatively Jewish, it was marginalized, had claims 
of its own and fiercely disputed the correctness of the Pharisees’ interpretation (Riches 2005:2). 
Matthew’s references remain largely Jewish and the authors regularly affirmed the basic and 
distinctive tenets of Judaism. Matthew’s community accepted and observed the Mosaic law 
and defined itself as Jewish by doing so (Sim 1998:5). By stressing the continuing authority of 
the Mosaic Law, the authors warned their followers not to regard their new faith as a reason to 
scandalize other Jews: they should still pay temple tax, honour the Sabbath and heed the 
teachings of the “scribes and Pharisees”. But the author also wanted to amplify and extend the 
national tradition, revealing Jesus both as the second Moses and as the Messiah, the son of 
David, and, especially the “fulfilment” of the Old Testament prophesies (Clarke 2003:xxiii). 
For Davies (1993:29), the audience of Matthew’s gospel were probably second-generation 
Christians rather than converts from Judaism or from Gentile religions. The implied reader had 
accepted the authority of Jewish Scripture and adopted their theology and anthropology and 
had become wholly dedicated to the transcendent God whose Spirit inspired human justice and 
mercy. Jesus was understood as a teacher, preacher and law giver in the tradition of Moses 
(Clarke 2003:xviii). The Jewish Christians were prepared to meet persecution and martyrdom 
in the hope of God’s final vindication. The Matthean audience lived in a time after Jesus’ 
resurrection and expected God’s imminent eschatological transformation while continuing as 
a member of God’s covenant community (Davies 1993:29). 
Carter argued that the perceptions of Rome by the author of Matthew’s Gospel would also have 
been given expression in the Gospel, since Roman power and authority were an everyday 
reality in the lives of the Matthean community. Jesus was presented as the agent of God’s 
saving purposes who contested and relativized Rome’s claim to sovereignty and divine agency. 
Jesus offered a vision for a different social experience that exacted God’s purposes by 
emphasizing that the world belonged to the God of Israel and Jesus, and that ultimately God 
would demonstrate his power over Rome by destroying it completely (Carter 2005:143, Sim 
69 
2005:92). Matthew’s Gospel therefore offered a marked contrast to the Roman imperial 
theology of the first century world in which the Gospel was written. Matthew’s audience would 
have heard the Gospel as Jesus contesting the claims of the Roman imperium and as offering 
an alternative worldview and social experience (Carter 2005:149). 
At the time the Gospel was written there were many Gentiles who claimed to follow Jesus but 
did not observe the laws of the Torah (Sim 1998:6). This would have annoyed the law-
observers within the Matthean leadership. Furthermore, the Gospel of Matthew may have 
appeared anti-Gentile as a result of the persecution that the Matthean community received at 
the hands of the Gentiles during and after the Jewish war (Sim 1998:7). As such, Sim contended 
that it was feasible that Matthew may also have been engaged in countering the law-free gospel 
that Paul preached (Sim 1998:8-9).  
Through the process of defining themselves, Matthew’s authors developed a strong sense of 
community, showing its members how to treat one another and how to defend against false 
disciples within their own ranks (Clarke 2003:xxiii). For Davies (1993:29), the actual first 
century Christian readers may have recognised themselves more easily in the depictions of 
negative and inadequate responses, but the persuasive power of the work allowed them to 
experience and be moved by the world which the narrative created, at least while they were 
reading. 
The formation of a community of Jesus followers offered a different social experience in the 
present and provided some relief from the harshness of daily imperial life (Carter 2005:164). 
The Beatitudes affirmed the “conditions and behaviours” which God regarded as honourable 
and exhorted the listeners to favoured behaviour and promises by proclaiming God’s future 
actions (Carter 2000:130). The Matthean community embodied a distinctive identity and 
practice and embraced the apocalyptic eschatology because they were in conflict with the 
Gentile world as well as the larger Jewish world (Sim 1998:7).  
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In addition, the Matthean community also felt threatened by the law-free wing of the Christian 
movement – a version of the Christian message to which the law-abiding evangelist and his 
readers were opposed. For a gospel audience that inhabited the Roman imperial world, the 
insistence of the inclusion of all people in the sphere of God’s blessing had further dimensions 
(Carter 2005:163). 
On the basis of understanding the historical and socio-economic context of the Beatitudes, it is 
possible to assess the extent of connection suggested by Materiality cum Place attachment in 
this slightly later ancient text.  
3.3.  UNDERSTANDING PLACE ATTACHMENT IN THE BEATITUDES 
3.3.1.  The People: who is attached to the land? 
At the time of Jesus’ ministry, the landowners were a small number of Romans who had made 
large fortune as provincial governors, tax collectors and money lenders. The rich Romans had 
acquired extensive domains within the provinces which they normally held as absentee 
landlords (Häkinnen 2016:1). Although they owned the land, the lack of memories and cultural 
meanings associated with the land meant that they did not have significant attachment to the 
land in Israel. 
Based on the Friesen scale which was developed for urban areas, quoted by Häkinnen (2016:3), 
it was only the imperial, regional or provincial and municipal elites (less than 3% of the total 
population) who owned any land. The priests and scribes are likely to have been part of the 
elite grouping. The inequality was stark, and almost 90% of the population lived around or 
below a level of subsistence. 
The state granted “use ownership” of the land to the peasants, but it claimed entitlement to tax 
the villages through payments in kind and conscription to public labour or military service 
(Häkinnen 2016:2). Although these peasants did not have ownership of land, compared to the 
elites, they were likely to have had a far greater sense of place attachment through memories, 
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ancestral links, time spent on the land and cultural meanings associated with the land. However, 
the context of imminent, threatened or actual dispossession would have dampened the level of 
attachment. As a result, the landless understood Jesus’ teachings on the Beatitudes as a promise 
of hope. 
It is interesting that Jesus and his followers were also landless. The disciples who followed 
Jesus left their livelihoods (Matthew 4:18-22) which entailed leaving attachments to their 
families and the associated land. It is uncertain whether the detachment from their family 
history was made easier by the difficult economic situation than many of the Galileans found 
themselves in, due to their high taxation and indebtedness. As indicated above, some scholars 
have argued that the detachment was only later idealised as a step of hope, trying to forge a 
new and brighter ascetic future where they had “nothing to lose”. 
In the Beatitudes, Jesus was speaking to the disciples (Matthew 5:1) and the wider audience. 
The Galileans, and the disciples in particular, were people of Israelite heritage who shared the 
formative traditions of Abraham’s covenant and the Passover with their southerly cousins in 
Judea and Samaria (Horsley 2006:1215). They would have been familiar with the stories passed 
through oral tradition of the promise to Abraham of the land, and of Israel’s journey with God 
through the Exile and beyond. Therefore, the collective or group attachment that was likely to 
have been forged through ethnic and cultural genealogy was probably stronger than the 
individual place attachment, especially given the negative experiences associated with high 
taxation and indebtedness. In a real context of occupation and oppression, there were many 
inhabitants who were facing severe economic hardship and oppression by the ruling imperial 
powers. 
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For Carter (2000:131-133) the first four Beatitudes had multiple layers of meaning for those 
who were poor in spirit, mourning13, meek and those who were hungry and thirsty. The poor in 
spirit also applied to those who felt crushed by economic injustice and knew the corrosive 
impact of hopeless poverty. Jesus promised those who were poor in spirit the kingdom of 
heaven, and those who were meek, inheritance of the earth. In saying this, Jesus instigated a 
new community with the hope of a future heaven and earth, in which God’s will is done (Carter 
2000:132). God’s divine action was understood as universal, not only restricted to the Jews 
(Clarke 2003:65). However, there was some debate about kingdom of heaven as the “hereafter” 
or as the “now but not yet” reign of God on earth (delayed eschatology) – characterised by an 
internal peace, joy and freedom.  
The meek were promised inheritance of “the earth” by Jesus (Matthew 5:5). In Greek, the word 
for meek included qualities of gentleness, unassertiveness, non-resistance and non-violence 
(Green 2001:184). Meekness was not a virtue in Mediterranean society traditionally obsessed 
with honour, status and public acknowledgement, so modern readers often fail to appreciate 
the subversiveness of the Beatitudes (Clarke 2003:66). Numbers 12:3 described Moses as “very 
meek, more than all men that were on the face of the earth” (Shaw 2007:218). It was therefore 
fitting, as Matthew portrayed Jesus as the second Moses, that the quality of meekness was 
upheld. In addressing his audience with Jewish roots, Matthew was intent on demonstrating 
that the humble, not the strong would inherit the land, as the psalmist had predicted (Davies 
1993:49). They suggested that God the Creator, embodied in Jesus, could and would 
demonstrate his power over Rome in subversive ways.  
                                                 
13 In Greco-Roman culture, mourning as a practice of the uneducated masses was generally frowned upon (Carter 
2000:132). However, with reference to Isaiah 61:1-3, Jesus acknowledged those who mourned the destructive 
impact of the imperial powers which oppressed God’s people.  As a result, they were bereft and deeply saddened 
by the unjust economic practices which limited access to land and resources, so people suffered from hunger in a 
real way. 
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The Matthean community for whom the Gospel was written were followers of Jewish law, but 
were often in opposition to the synagogues. The Jewish revolt and destruction of the Jerusalem 
Temple meant a loss of rites and culture. Given that poverty was widespread, and exacerbated 
by the Jewish revolt, the Matthean community would have identified with the peasants of Jesus’ 
time who had faced landlessness and oppression. The Matthean audience could be argued to 
be not too attached to the land, although they were reliant on it for their survival. However, the 
reinterpretation of land to include the eschatological promises of land as their future inheritance 
would have provided hope. 
3.3.2.  The Place: what land were they attached to? 
Galilee was virtually uninhabited from the eighth century BCE to the second century BCE. 
During the Hasmonean period, many people migrated from Judea to Galilee because there was 
plenty of fertile soil in Galilee (Häkinnen 2016:4). Jesus’ ministry was based in Galilee, and it 
was this physical land that the disciples and wider audience would have been familiar with.  
Many scholars are of the opinion that at the time of Jesus, the poor in Galilee were small 
farmers with inadequate or barren land, or were serfs on large estates (Häkinnen 2016:8). For 
Hanson and Oakman (1998:5), the attachment to the family land prohibited treating it as a 
commodity; it was where their honour had been established, it was the basis for livelihood, and 
it was where their ancestors were buried. Place identity was high. Land was freighted with 
meaning that had been ascribed to it through use, ritualization, being divine gift, affirming the 
materiality of the land. The laws of inheritance implied that the land also represented their 
responsibility to future generations. Given the social structures around family and kinship and 
the lack of geographical mobility, the land that people were attached to was likely to have had 
the family residing there for a number of generations. Marriage was often within the tribe, 
reinforcing the attachment to the land with which they were familiar. In spite of this, over time 
many peasants lost ownership of their ancestral land due to heavy taxation and debts required 
74 
of them, and the majority of the population lived continuously at subsistence level or below 
(Häkinnen 2016:8). Horsley argues further that Jesus was often engaged with the poor 
peasantry in his ministry, drawing frequent attention to debts and their cancellation, for 
example The Lord’s Prayer in Matthew 6 (Horsley 2006:1217). 
Although ownership may have changed, the land that the people were familiar with was likely 
to have been the land to which they were attached, and that was likely to have ancestral roots. 
Given the agrarian economy and the significance of agriculture, place dependence was high. 
However, poverty in Galilee was widespread. Archaeological excavations in Galilee have not 
provided any evidence of remains of storage facilities for grain, nor any shops (Häkinnen 
2016:7). This indicates that the Galileans probably consumed all they produced, and there was 
no surplus. In spite of the historical ownership and subsequent loss of land, the Galileans were 
dependent on an adequate harvest each year to pay the taxes due.   
Ownership was not a requirement for place attachment, but length of time spent in an area was 
an important factor (Scannell and Gifford 2014:279). For Horsley (2006:1217), evidence of 
economic conditions and land tenure in Palestine at the time of Jesus suggested that peasants 
in the hill country of western Judea had indeed lost their land to wealthy Herodian landlords. 
In contrast, given that Herodian officers in Galilee had their estates on the east side of the 
Jordan River suggested that the villagers in Galilee were still on their ancestral land. Thus, the 
increased occupation of the land by foreign imperial elites and the increasing indebtedness of 
many of the peasants began to loosen the connection that the Israelites had with a specific 
geographical location. However, the physical bond with the land was mostly associated with 
the land around Galilee upon which they lived and worked, and at some stage might have 
owned.  
The social structures of kinship that reinforced the sense of community and attachment to land 
continued, but were also affected by the burden of taxation and debt within the culture of 
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honour and shame. Jesus, along with his disciples, left the security of their families and 
ancestral land (where applicable) and created a new social support structure.  
As indicated previously, the authors of Matthew’s Gospel mirrored God’s giving of the ten 
commandments to Moses on Mt Sinai, and presented Jesus as the fulfilment of the messianic 
hopes. Symbolically, mountains represented opportunities to come close to God, and the 
authors used this to indicate the importance and gravitas of Jesus’ teaching. However, it is 
unknown whether the Sermon on the Mount was delivered on one occasion or in one place. 
Irrespective of where the Sermon was delivered, it is argued by Chapman (2015:223) that the 
predominantly peasant and marginalised hearers would have been familiar with the Hebrew 
Scriptures and would have known that Jesus was quoting from Psalm 37. 
The English translation of Matthew 5:5 indicated that the meek would inherit “the earth”. The 
Greek word for earth (“eretz” or “erets” or “ ‘eret”) was the same as that for land. The earth 
was more than the physical turf of Israel. For Carter (2000:133), the reference to earth in 
Matthew 5:5 not only referred to the land of Israel, but to the whole of God’s creation. This 
was echoed by Wainwright (2016:79) where the earth included the rich diversity of all living 
organisms found on the planet. Jesus was indicating that the present inequitable use of land 
would finally end when the present heaven and earth passed away and God created a new 
world. This Beatitude challenged the Roman system of power which forced the peasants into a 
subsistence existence (Carter 2000:133) People were hungry and thirsty because of the unjust 
practices. The reference to earth may also have echoed the Great Commission which sent the 
disciples out to the “ends of the earth”, making disciples of all nations. However, the proleptic 
and provisional form in which the kingdom already existed was at work in the interim period 
and the full inheritance of the earth belonged to the eschatological period (Green 2001:189). 
The land that the Jesus’ disciples and wider audience envisaged was multi-dimensional, 
undoubtedly including land to facilitate an existence above the subsistence level, but the hope 
and promise of a spiritual home now and eschatologically. 
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It is also important to note the significance of the Temple when considering the attachment to 
the land. The temple had a special meaning in Judaism, and became the focus of the faith and 
the representation of Yahweh’s presence. Brueggemann (2002:80-81) argued that what 
happened to the temple and the city was intimately bound up with what happened to the land. 
Public worship within the temple had become the cult for a God lacking in power, vigour and 
freedom compared to the God of the old traditions. Yahweh was effectively confined to the 
Temple, to support the regime, grant legitimacy and effect forgiveness. W.D. Davies 
(1974:152) was quoted in Chapman (2015:197): “Just as Jerusalem became the quintessence 
of the land, so the temple became the quintessence of Jerusalem”. The destruction of the 
Temple14 in 70 CE would therefore have impacted the Jews’ relationship to Yahweh and the 
land. It is therefore possible, at the point of writing Matthew’s Gospel, that the attachment to 
the earth was viewed in a more holistic and encompassing perspective, especially given Jesus’ 
self-identification with the Temple (John 2:19). The authors of Matthew’s Gospel therefore 
needed to add a spiritual dimension to the Beatitudes, and the reference to land in particular, in 
order to make sense of what Jesus had said and taught. 
3.3.3.  The Process: how was the attachment formed? 
Attachment to land is formed through the processes of affect, cognition and behaviour, and is 
reinforced over time and iterations. 
Affect refers to the response of the emotions. Positive emotions create place attachment 
whereas negative emotions fuel ambivalence. The militaristic Roman occupation and societal 
inequalities in first century Galilee created an ambivalence towards the land. For the vast 
majority of the population, the heavy burdens of taxation and indebtedness, together with the 
                                                 
14 The synagogue tradition which had developed during the Exile also contributed to Judaism surviving beyond 
the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE. 
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culture of honour and shame, meant that the threat of public humiliation was just a poor harvest 
away. The imminent possibility of a loss of land meant that the attachment to land was held 
lightly. Jesus spoke into the inequality with subversiveness, and provided hope within the 
injustice. The promises of inheriting the earth based on meekness may have helped to reverse 
ambivalent feelings towards land to a certain extent. 
Cognition refers to processes that affect the mind, such as knowledge, memories and beliefs 
which impact on place attachment. Jesus’ teaching offered an alternative and subversive 
lifestyle, with values that differed from the status quo. The authors and audience with Jewish 
roots would have remembered and been fully conversant in the oral tradition concerning the 
promise of land to God’s covenant with Abraham and the people of Israel, particularly held in 
contrast with the Roman oppression and increasing dispossession they were facing. Following 
the destruction of the Temple, the authors of Matthew’s Gospel spiritualised Jesus’ words and 
provided an eschatological interpretation which expanded the understanding of the meek 
inheriting the earth. Jesus, as hero and teacher, began to create a new kind of attachment to 
land where followers of Jesus would share with him an immortal existence in a transformed 
world (Davies 1993:22). 
Behaviour is the third process that impacts on place attachment, and is demonstrated through 
visits, pilgrimages and architecture. The Gospel records are vague of the exact locations where 
significant events took place. However, the places that Jesus went to and spoke to his followers 
began to assume importance through the process of attachment to land.  These places became 
destinations for pilgrimage thus reinforcing a sense of attachment. Therefore, the places of 
Jesus’ teaching developed an ancestral and cultural sense of place. Attachment theory indicates 
that people are attached to the meanings that are projected onto place (Scannell and Gifford 
2014:291). Matthew’s Gospel records the Beatitudes as part of the Sermon on the Mount, and 
therefore the Mount of the Beatitudes on northern shores of the Sea of Galilee has become an 
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important place of pilgrimage, even though Luke’s gospel account is referred to as the Sermon 
on the Plain.  
3.4.  EVALUATING PLACE ATTACHMENT IN THE BEATITUDES 
3.4.1.  Place Perception 
Place perception is informed by the unique understanding of and relationship with place at a 
particular time and with a particular individual or group of people. For the purposes of this 
study, place perception and place identity are used interchangeably. These concepts are 
influenced by the physical settings and symbolic connections which incorporate place into a 
broader understanding of self, based on values, attitudes and beliefs (Scannell & Gifford 
2014:275, Sebastien 2020:206). High place identity is associated with a feeling of “insideness”, 
while low place identity is associated with “outsideness”. 
For the audience who listened to Jesus teach the Beatitudes, land was a place to work (even if 
ownership had been lost) and the threat of shame and further indebtedness meant that it should 
be lightly held. Historically, the extent of geographic mobility was often restricted to the village 
and the nearest town, and was reinforced by the social ties of the kin-group. The historic 
attachment to the land through genealogy, and limited geographical mobility due to the agrarian 
nature of the community, resulted in the majority of the population identifying strongly with 
the physical turf upon which they lived and worked. 
Furthermore, those who resided in villages would have had a degree of dependence on the 
towns to which they paid taxes, so the physical extent of the place that was familiar and they 
called home was probably larger in area than those who operated in a more urban context. Not 
only was there attachment because of the ancestral links, but this was heightened by the cultural 
and spiritual sense of place. Within the wisdom tradition, the wise (and those who followed the 
Torah) formed the in-group would be rewarded with an inheritance of land. 
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In spite of the historical connections and “insideness”, the socio-economic context of the time 
affected place perception. The inequality and injustice perpetuated by the Roman imperialist 
administration placed a heavy tax burden on the inhabitants, which resulted in large-scale 
poverty in both rural and urban areas. Status and honour were lost when people were incapable 
of paying off their debt or lost their inherited land. In the honour and shame culture of the time, 
this resulted in shame and public humiliation. The State did not show much concern for the 
poor who comprised around 90% of the population (Häkinnen 2016:3). The loss of land, or the 
imminent threat thereof, impacted place perception and resulted in land being held more lightly, 
and increased their sense of powerlessness or “outsideness”. The loss of land was irreversible 
and ownership became inaccessible, except to the wealthy elite. In spite of following the Torah, 
the political and socio-economic context meant that over time, the vast majority of the 
population lost their ancestral land and were in continual danger of falling below the 
subsistence level (Häkinnen 2016:7-8). 
Jesus’ teaching in the Beatitudes spoke in a context of widespread poverty, and promised 
“inheritance of the earth” to the “meek”. The audience would have heard Jesus pronouncement 
as contesting the imperial system, and offering an alternative worldview and social experience 
(Carter 2005:149). Although experience had presented injustice and oppression, Jesus 
reaffirmed the wisdom tradition: the righteous (in this case the meek) would inherit the earth. 
The promises of a future that was inconceivable in the present circumstances resulted in a 
redefined understanding of place. The inheritance was reinterpreted to encompass more than 
the inherited land, and geographical circle of influence from which they had been personally 
dispossessed, but to include all creation in an eschatological sense. 
The fall of the Temple in 70CE precipitated a crisis within the Jewish faith, and the Gospel of 
Matthew was compiled in this context. For the Jewish people, meaning had been conferred 
onto the Temple through pilgrimage and worship over generations, and it had thus become 
“animated”. Meaning was ascribed to the Temple through cultural learning and interpretation 
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with ritualization authenticating and authorising its existence. Thus, the loss of the Temple and 
the public humiliation that followed shook the roots of their understanding of themselves as 
God’s people. Although compulsory temple tax (in addition to other taxations) would have 
been a source of bitterness and pain for the general populace, the Temple embodied the Jewish 
faith and was regarded as the home of Yahweh. The Temple was the place where they needed 
to visit for the religious festivals. The loss of the bastion of the Jewish rites and cults triggered 
another dispersal of the Jews into the diaspora where they could re-establish their faith around 
the local synagogue under the leadership of the scribes and Pharisees.  
It was at this point that the Jewish Christians began to identify themselves as a distinctive sect 
within the Jewish community that relied on Jesus’ promise of a wider and eternal inheritance. 
Place perception and identity expanded to incorporate all the earth and the spiritual realm. For 
the Jews, the destruction of the Temple represented a loss in place identity, but for the sect of 
Jewish Christians it was an opportunity to develop their own identity that was not reliant on 
the Temple cult. The dispersion within diaspora called for a reinterpretation of land to be far 
more than just the physical turf of Israel, but wherever the circle of influence now was.  
The redefined Christian identity (based on Beatitudes) allowed the audience in Matthew’s 
Gospel to claim the eschatological promises as their own. Matthew presented Jesus as the 
fulfilment of the Messianic promise. The hope of future fulfilment and a better life that was 
different from the current experienced reality became the new identity. The Beatitudes 
promised divine reward for those who were had little but humbly and meekly journeyed in their 
life of faith. The reinterpretation and reappropriation allowed for an increased “insideness”, 
and attachment wherever in the world they found themselves, thereby creating agency and the 
extension of the concept of sacred space over a much larger geographical area.  
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3.4.2.  Place Preservation  
Place preservation is often linked to place dependence and the economic bonds provided by 
the natural resources of a particular place. People are driven to protect and nurture places that 
are valuable in terms of reliance on livelihood provision and spiritual fulfilment. Based on the 
work of Sebastien (2020:206) place dependence is the result of a place’s ability to satisfy needs 
and goals, where high place dependency is associated with the drive for survival and reliance 
on the natural resources, and a low place dependency is associated with leisure activities. 
In the agrarian context of first-century Galilee, where 80% - 90% of the population earned their 
living from agriculture (Häkinnen 2016:1), the vast majority of the population was hugely 
reliant on the land for their survival, even if they had been dispossessed. Patronage 
relationships were essential for economic survival because they provided access to restricted 
resources that were otherwise unavailable (Häkinnen 2016:3). The tenant farmers would have 
rented the land from the wealthy, and would have paid their taxes in kind at the time of harvest 
(Häkinnen 2016:2).  
The farmer had little control over rainfall and the resulting yield. Farmers who suffered a poor 
harvest were left to suffer and starve. Given that 90% of the population existed around or below 
subsistence level (Häkinnen 2016:3), there was high place dependence on the physical land 
that was farmed, even if it was not owned by the people who were farming or providing the 
labour force. The land was absolutely essential for their survival at subsistence level. Although 
historically there was sentimental and cultural attachment to the land because the Jewish 
forefathers regarded the land as a gift from God with the associated need to steward it well, 
this type of attachment was eroded over the generations as the peasants lost their land to the 
wealthy elite. 
The increasing economic diversification (to include artisans, merchants, traders, shop owners) 
as a means to supplement their subsistence existence indicated that the direct dependence on 
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the land was beginning to diminish and become more indirect. Under the circumstance of land 
dispossession, some of the poor (Jesus and his disciples included), adopted an itinerant lifestyle 
where they were not dependent on any particular piece of land for their survival, yet were very 
dependent on the land (and others’ generosity) for their existence. This was also facilitated by 
the loosening of kinship ties, and aggravated by the socio-economic conditions. Häkinnen 
(2016:7) cited Crossan and Reed’s argument that Jesus’ travelling lifestyle was a result of 
taxation and indebtedness. This was contrasted to Horsely who held that itinerance was 
predominantly a lifestyle choice to spread the Jesus movement.  
Jesus’ ushering in of a new eschatological kingdom in the Beatitudes provided the listeners 
with a new sense of place dependence that included the whole earth and the spiritual realm, 
compared to only the land of Psalm 37. Participation in the subversive Jesus movement was 
attractive to the expropriated smallholder famers, peasant children without inheritance, and all 
kinds of people who were deprived of access to land (Häkinnen 2016:7). As place was 
redefined and reappropriated, place dependence was extended to all of creation, as there was a 
realisation of dependence on the created world, rich in its diversity and relationality, in line 
with the ecological hermeneutic of Wainwright (2016:73). Wainwright takes the inclusivity 
further by suggesting that the “meek” may also include the “other-than-human” (Wainwright 
2016:79). 
The reinterpretation of the concept of land by Matthew’s authors such that it was extended to 
include the earth ensured that place dependence remained high within the Beatitudes. Because 
Matthew may have been written from the Diaspora, the use of “earth” becomes more significant 
– not just the land in Israel, but it then included any land that Christians find themselves on. 
Land and associated agricultural activity were essential for the majority of the population in 
first-century Galilee. However, the inter-connectedness of the earth, perhaps aptly illustrated 
by the food chain, reinforced the place dependence and emphasized the importance of 
stewardship. Those who were facing dire circumstances under the Roman imperialist 
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occupation (and indeed all people since then) could lift their eyes and grasp onto hope - 
realising that they were part of a bigger, cosmic picture. Even if they had owned very little, 
they possessed and were responsible for all of God’s created earth.    
Based on the historical and socio-economic context of the first century, the insideness of place 
identity declined with dispossession, but the survivalist nature of place dependency continued 
to remain high for the vast majority. However, within Sebastien’s model of place attachment, 
the reinterpretation and reappropriation of land and earth by Matthew’s authors gives place 
identity a high value of insideness, and place dependency a high value in terms of motivation 
for survival. 
 
Figure 4 Place Attachment and Matthew 5:1-12 
Had it not been for the reinterpretation and reappropriation of place, the measure of place 
attachment would have been much lower for Matthew’s Gospel compared to Psalm 37. 
However, as explained above, place attachment continues to remain strong for the respective 
in-groups through both ancient texts.  
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3.4.3.  Place Loss 
Loss of ancestral land was a reality for many of the inhabitants of first-century Galilee. Jesus 
undoubtedly recognised the political context and socio-economic trends of the time. The 
expropriation of the land from the peasants and their increasing indebtedness to the wealthy 
landlords is likely to have loosened the attachment to specific land or real-estate. The loss of 
personal, generational land due to high taxation, indebtedness and poor harvest was not easy 
for the law-abiding Jew. It was the antithesis of what they believed was their due inheritance 
from Yahweh and the reward for righteous behaviour. 
Based on the linkages between Yahweh, Israel and the land as described by Wright (1990) that 
were disintegrating, and the integral role of the kinship structure to reinforce these 
relationships, Jesus’ teaching had focused on rebuilding the structures within the community 
fabric by emphasising in the Beatitudes the distinctive qualities that would characterise those 
who could expect a blessing from Yahweh. It can therefore be argued that Jesus and the authors 
of Matthew’s Gospel recognised place attachment, and its role in the national psyche in spite 
of not directly addressing the topic of the loss of physical land and associated livelihood 
(Wright 1992:226).  
The fall of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 CE which sent the Jews into exile again was a further 
loss of place – a cultural and spiritual space which was central to their faith and shook the roots 
of their existence. The Jews re-established their faith under the leadership of the scribes and 
Pharisees within the context of the local synagogues. 
The Jewish Christians who were responsible for Matthew’s Gospel further developed Jesus’ 
reference to inheritance of land from Psalm 37 to encompass the earth – land wherever their 
circle of existence was operational, expanded to include all of creation, both now and in the 
time to come. The reinterpretation addressed the place loss and minimised the impact of the 
loss. By increasing the extent of the understanding of land and earth, the loss of turf caused by 
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the oppressive Roman imperialist system became less significant within the psyche of the 
righteous and wise audience who realised that they stood to inherit something far greater in 
time to come.   
3.4.4.  Psychological Benefits of Place Attachment 
In Matthew’s Beatitudes, the reinterpretation of land to encompass the earth and all of creation 
has psychological benefits for the audience of listeners. As indicated above, the Gospel was 
written after the Jewish revolt in 70 CE and the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem. The 
Jews were ostracised and humiliated for their actions and as a result went into the diaspora. 
The Jewish Christians began to identify themselves as a distinctive grouping characterised by 
subversive behaviour. As part of the in-group who considered themselves wise, and therefore 
blessed, they experienced psychological benefits associated with attachment to the earth.  
Jesus was presented to the listeners who had Jewish roots as the fulfilment of the Messianic 
promise. The familiarity of their understanding of the Torah as had been taught to them 
triggered memories of nurture and brought comfort in the daily struggles and oppression. These 
memories meant that the authors of Matthew’s Gospel were particularly sympathetic to the 
Jews, and endeavoured to illustrate Jesus’ connection with the Old Testament. The Christian 
Jewish community were also involved in a process of self-identification with character traits 
prescribed by the Beatitudes which gave a sense of belonging. The wisdom tradition, offering 
an alternative to the honour and shame culture, guided the behaviour of the emerging 
community. 
The Jewish Christians were not tied to a particular piece of real estate, as their ancestors had 
depended upon for their survival. Psalm 37 had promised inheritance of the land to the in-
group, but in the Beatitudes Jesus’ reinterpretation promised inheritance of the earth. The 
redefined land/earth moved away from referring to land within Israel to a wider understanding 
of earth (in this world and the next) which encompassed all of God’s creation. The community 
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could therefore appropriate the sphere of influence wherever they were based. This made 
belonging easier, and although the community was separated geographically, they could all 
subscribe to the same principles. The eschatological vision developed hope and formed the 
basis for building future memories. Through the assurance of rewards for those who were wise, 
Jesus promised inheritance of the earth to the meek in the Beatitudes. This was counter-intuitive 
in a culture of honour and shame, where the strongest and most powerful seemed to always get 
the upper hand. Positive emotions created by the promises of the wisdom tradition provided 
guidelines for preferred behaviour and served to increase a sense of well-being thereby aiding 
cognitive functions.  
Knowing that their future was secure in terms of the promises within the Beatitudes enabled 
the community to experience the benefit of relaxation within the context of unjust and 
oppressive Roman occupation, in their knowledge of reward in the “hereafter”. The community 
also benefitted from physical and psychological comfort, as they had no reason to doubt the 
promises of a share in the kingdom of heaven for those and who knew few rewards despite 
their righteous (wise) behaviour. To date, faithfully obeying the law had resulted in hardship, 
but they drew comfort from promises made by Jesus and they had nothing to lose. The 
community were empowered having a less narrow understanding of “earth” – that it embraced 
all of creation – and could lift their focus out of the current situation, and realise the control 
and freedom that they actually had, including the freedom to leave as part of the diaspora and 
become attached to God’s good earth elsewhere. It also provided opportunity for self-growth 
through the process of reinterpretation, enabling both the individuals and the group to 
determine their place and responsibilities as co-creators and stewards of the earth, with 
opportunities for goal setting and personal growth. Connecting to nature is another benefit of 
understanding the earth in a more holistic way. Being connected to nature improves cognitive 
processes, and increased stimulation is entertaining. However, since the earth is so expansive 
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and varied, understanding inheritance of the earth as inclusive enables privacy and a space for 
everyone to recharge. 
Because the Beatitudes were understood with eschatological overtones, there was a very 
practical benefit that could be redeemed both now and in the world that was yet to come. The 
earth provided activity support wherever the community was located, for activities that were 
both temporal and/or eternal. Given the broad and inclusive definition of earth, there was also 
the benefit of aesthetics, and access to resources for survival.  
3.5.  SUMMARY 
At the outset of the chapter, the quote by John Steinbeck alluded to the importance of different 
meanings which are attached to land by different people. Meanings that are ascribed to objects 
such as land provide cognitive-emotional bonds and create mediating relationships between 
God, God’s people and the land. This is evidence of material religion.  
In the Beatitudes Jesus quoted from Psalm 37 with regard to inheriting the land/earth, but 
reinterpretation of the land was necessary to make sense of the disorientation of the new context 
within which the Matthean community found itself. Land took on a new meaning as Jesus 
reinterpreted the promises that were given to Abraham that extended beyond ancestry to 
include human qualities and attitudes that would inherit the earth.   
In a situation of widespread poverty and oppression within the first century Roman world. 
Jesus’ teachings offered reassurance and consolation to the poor, marginalised and oppressed, 
offering them relief from the harsh realities of daily imperial life.  Jesus’ teaching of a radical, 
counter-cultural and eschatological wisdom and lifestyle broadened Christian understanding of 
the significance of land in the practice of their faith. They were to live where they were 
stewarding the land and receive their material blessings as a gift of God.  
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With the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE, a key piece of real estate to Jews, the author(s) 
of Matthew’s Gospel needed to redefine their identity, since the Temple, which had been one 
of the key material objects upon which the rituals and culture of Judaism depended, was no 
longer. The Matthean community were able to redefine themselves and create a new identity 
and distinctiveness, apart from the Jews. 
Widespread dispossession of land had reduced place identity, but a reinterpretation to include 
the earth allowed the embrace of a broader eschatological understanding.  It allowed for 
increased insideness – the land to which they could be attached could be anywhere on the earth, 
and the inheritance would be far greater in time to come. The reinterpretation of Jesus’ 
teachings to embrace the eschatological also increased place dependence with an increased 
awareness of the inter-connectedness of all living creatures.  
Through reinterpretation they were able to minimise the impact of place loss, as Carter so 
lucidly said: “God’s promise that they will inherit the earth is not to be spiritualised. God, not 





THE CURRENT DEBATE AROUND LAND REFORM IN SOUTH 
AFRICA AND IMPLICATIONS FOR THE CHURCH 
“You cannot save the land apart from the people,  
or the people apart from the land” – Wendell Berry 
4.1.  INTRODUCTION 
Wendell Berry recognises the undeniable bond between the people and the land, and that one 
component cannot be nurtured (or “saved”) without the other – the saving of the people requires 
stewardship of the land, and equally, ensuring the land is available for future generations 
requires nurturing of the people. This embodies the challenge of land reform in South Africa 
and provides an important backdrop to the three parts of chapter 4. 
The first section examines the current debate regarding land reform in South Africa. Much has 
been written on the topic of land, especially in terms of post-colonial societies. Land reform in 
the South African context is discussed, and the three programmes of land redistribution, 
restitution and tenure reform are examined and evaluated in terms of place attachment. An 
overview of land reform in South Africa provides a setting for understanding the modern 
contributions to a theology of land, both internationally and locally. 
The second section of chapter 4 considers what selected modern contribute to the question of 
land from a biblical perspective (Wright, Habel, Brueggemann, Chapman). Contributions to 
the discourse on land theology from a South African perspective by Maluleke and Tsele and 
Butler are also considered.  
The final section of this chapter investigates an appropriate response by the churches to the 
land reform situation in South Africa, given the context of the current debate and the theological 
insights of the modern authors. In particular, focus is given to the Anglican Church of Southern 
Africa because that is the ideology and praxis with which I am most familiar. This 
understanding will enable examination of the key implications for the Anglican Church, and 
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how the church’s understanding of place attachment can better inform its response to land 
reform. 
4.2.  LAND REFORM IN SOUTH AFRICA: HISTORICAL BACKGROUND  
South Africa’s land story is one of unequal distribution. The use of and access to the land was 
shaped by topography, climate, access to water and mineral resources and racially-based 
legislation. Based on the 2018 GIS15 database of land cover, urban and suburban land use covers 
2.6% of the country, but accommodates the bulk of the population. Commercial agriculture 
and forestry occupy 15.4% of the land, and mining 0.2%. Barren land in the form of river beds, 
sand dunes, natural rock surfaces, etc. amounts to 10.6% of the land cover. Somewhat 
surprising is the extent of natural vegetation in excess of 71% of the land cover. Some of the 
indigenous vegetation is formally protected in nature or game reserves. Development or 
agriculture in the non-protected areas that still contain natural vegetation will require an 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA). Such areas often provide the habitat for endemic 
fauna and flora, and may present some challenges for development (e.g. cliff faces or ravines).   
This legacy of land use has contributed to the complex problems faced today. Land reform has 
become a political and emotive pressure point although it was designed to redress the injustices 
of Apartheid, build national reconciliation and stability, support economic growth, and improve 
household welfare and reduce poverty (Integrated Planning Services 1999:7). Historically, 
South African land reform has focused on agriculture in the rural areas. 
South Africa was subjected to centuries of colonial rule and decades of apartheid rule. The 
arrival, settlement and expansion of the European people and their interests in South Africa 
was crucial to modern history (Philpott & Butler 2004:3). Sustained contact produced conflict 
over land and resources, but this was relatively contained. As the broader interests of the 
                                                 
15 Geographic Information System 
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European community grew, so the scope for conflict increased. The superior fire power of the 
colonials resulted in indigenous people being disenfranchised and alienated from the land 
(Philpott & Butler 2004:3). Industrial development was fuelled by the discovery of minerals. 
Towards the end of the colonial period, Africans were restricted to 13% of the land and were 
stripped of human, social, political and economic rights while compelled to supply labour at 
exploitative rates (Philpott & Butler 2004:3). 
In 1948, the National Party redefined racial segregation as “separate development”, with the 
“reserves” occupying a central role. The consolidation of the Bantustans demanded massive 
upheavals and the redrawing of boundaries. Between 1960 and 1983 over 3.5 million people 
were forcibly moved (Philpott & Butler 2004:4). In 1991 the National Party released the White 
Paper on Land Reform, and later that year promulgated the Abolition of Racially Based Land 
Measures Act which repealed the Land Acts of 1913 and 1936, and created the Advisory 
Commission on Land Allocation (Philpott & Butler 2004:6). 
A national land reform programme was perceived to be the central and driving force for rural 
development to supply residential and productive land to the poorest section of the rural 
population and aspirant farmers (African National Congress 1994:20). Democratic South 
Africa committed to redistribute land rights and remedy past racial injustices in order to create 
an opportunity for more equitable development (High Level Panel 2017:206). Section 25(5) of 
the Constitution of South Africa provided for equitable access to urban and rural land for 
families that were dispossessed prior to 1913. Section 25(7) provided restitution for those who 
could show that land was lost through racially discriminatory laws and practices such as forced 
removals after 1913 (High Level Panel 2017:201). As such, it was recognised that land reform 
should compensate people for land lost due to racial laws, promote greater equality in the 
distribution of land ownership, provide secure tenure for all people living on the land, ensure 
that land is used sustainably, provide land to meet the need for affordable housing and services, 
and to record and register all rights in property and administer public land efficiently and 
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effectively (Integrated Planning Services 1999:7). The land reform programme had three 
components: redistribution, restitution and tenure reform. 
4.2.1.  Land Redistribution 
Land redistribution operated on a willing buyer-willing seller basis and the Department of Land 
Affairs acted as facilitator between the seller and the beneficiaries. However, the character of 
the land redistribution policy has changed over time: Initially, based on the 1997 White Paper, 
priority was given to the marginalized and needs of women: those who were eligible for land 
redistribution were required to have monthly household income less than R1500 per month. 
However, in 2001 the pro-poor bias of land reform was removed in order to establish a class 
of black commercial farmers, where marginalized groups (women, farm workers, disabled and 
youth (younger than 35 years old) were required to demonstrate commitment to farming by 
paying their own contribution. Since 2006, the State started buying land to lease to beneficiaries 
who were not employed by the State (High Level Panel 2017:208-213). 
4.2.2 Land Restitution 
Restitution allowed a person or community that was dispossessed of land rights due to racially-
based legislation or practices after 19 June 2013, to lodge a claim for the return of that property 
or for equitable redress. The Land Claims Commission and Land Claims Court were 
established to implement land restitution (High Level Panel 2017:232). The number of claims 
received completely overwhelmed the Land Claims Commission who had limited capacity and 
skills and suffered high staff turnover (High Level Panel 2017:233). In 1999, as a way of 
speeding up the restitution process, the Land Claims Commission was given capacity to settle 
claims administratively out of court. However, the process became “personality driven”, ad 
hoc and susceptible to corruption, with claims frequently settled without credible research 
(High Level Panel 2017:233-234). The economic and developmental outcomes of restitution 
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projects have been poor, with the majority not meeting developmental objectives and 
underperforming (High Level Panel 2017:235). 
4.2.3.  Tenure Reform 
Apartheid denied black people land rights not only via dispossession, but also by imposing a 
discriminatory tenure system that created a second-class set of off-register and primarily 
informal forms of land occupation (High Level Panel 2017:257). Examples of insecure tenure 
included customary law in former homeland areas and people living on farms on the outskirts 
of the city. Tenure reform aimed to provide security of land tenure, moving away from permits 
towards a rights-based system where people could choose a tenure system appropriate to their 
circumstances (Integrated Development Planning 1999:16-18).  
4.2.4.  Review of the Land Reform Process 
The target of the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) was the transfer of 30% 
of white commercial farming land to poor black farmers in the first five years of land reform. 
However, by 1999 less than 1% of commercial farmland had been transferred, and by 2004 and 
2013, 3% and 6.5% had been transferred respectively (High Level Panel 2017:207-208). 
Quality of Life surveys have shown that those involved in the land restitution programme are 
better off than the rural population as a whole, but it is unclear whether they are better off 
because they are land reform beneficiaries or whether they became land reform beneficiaries 
because they were better off (High Level Panel 2017:213). 
Although the targets for land reform in South Africa were noble at the outset, they were perhaps 
unrealistic. The reform process was slowed by changing policy agendas and ideological 
positions (High Level Panel 2017:207). Policies and laws evolved away from having a pro-
poor stance and in recent years have lacked a vision for inclusive agrarian reform (High Level 
Panel 2017:81). The premise of contestation of land varied from ownership to land use, 
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allocation of rights, land invasions and dispossession. Land reform was and continues to be a 
politicised process (Advisory Panel on Land Reform and Agriculture 2019:16). 
The land reform programme has had limited success. A high proportion of existing land reform 
legal entities are either defunct or in a severely weakened condition. In 2016, 4.3 million 
hectares (out of a total of 4.7 million hectares redistributed) was out of production (High Level 
Panel 2017:257). Issues with the land reform programme also include elite capture, lack of 
political will and a lack of post-acquisition support and training (Makgoba 2018b). Based on 
reports of the Auditor-General, there is evidence of corruption within land reform, as elsewhere 
in state structures (Bank & Hart 2019:412-413). Many factors contribute to the failure of land 
reform, but inadequacies in the operation and management of land holdings is a major factor 
(High Level Panel 2017:257). 
Key findings from a 2005 audit of land redistribution projects in North-West Province 
confirmed the following: 
 one-third of the projects were locked in intractable conflict where the majority of members 
had lost interest and exited the project (de facto); 
 fifty-five percent of the project had no implements for production and twenty-seven 
percent had inadequate implements; 
 less than one quarter of the projects had not produced anything since taking ownership of 
the land (High Level Panel 2017:214). 
Land is material in South Africa, and its materiality is increasingly recognised. At the outset of 
the land reform process land was largely regarded as an economic asset which could be 
exploited, traded and exchanged. More recently, however, the Advisory Panel on Land Reform 
and Agriculture (2019:5) has acknowledged (in theory at least) that land embodies far more 
than economic value, and that people belong to the land as part of their social identity, culture 
and very existence. Land is now perceived as a resource for the community as a whole: where 
the umbilical cords are buried, where children grow up, and where people die. It is also where 
95 
people meet their ancestors in the after-life. Bank and Hart (2019:413-414) argue that the 
political parties have ignored the real land needs of South Africans, the significance of land, 
and the importance of place-making and social relationships. Land reform policy and practice 
has not built an inclusive and productive economy and society because strategies have been 
unable to address the challenges of economic inclusion and inequality (Bank & Hart 2019:414). 
Based on the statistics of the 2001 census, over 56% of the South African population was 
considered to reside in urban areas (Kok & Collinson 2006:19). Although the urban areas are 
considered home to many of the inhabitants in established suburbs and townships, many of 
those living in poverty in informal settlements and on the urban periphery remain unsettled, 
expressing a sense of placelessness and the pain of homelessness (Bank & Hart 2019:418). For 
these people experiencing poverty, home is in the former homelands where multiple livelihood 
strategies include urban remittances to supplement crop and livestock production. In the light 
of this, Bank and Hart (2019:419) question whether the land reform process has adequately 
addressed the bulk of land demand in South Africa where poor families in informal settlements 
reside. They suggest that land reform has failed to address the needs of the poor and emerging 
black farmers in any significant way, with a thinly veiled attempt to reward and enrich the 
politically connected elites (Bank & Hart 2019:420). 
The place attachment pertaining to the land reform process in South Africa is examined below 
in the tri-partite framework of Scannell and Gifford. 
4.3.  PLACE ATTACHMENT IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN LAND REFORM PROCESS 
This section of the chapter will focus on the specific land reform processes of redistribution, 
restitution and tenure reform to ascertain the extent to which place attachment is understood 
and informs the land reform process in the South African context. 
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4.3.1.  Understanding Place Attachment 
4.3.1.1.  The People: who is attached to the land? 
South African is known as the rainbow nation, embracing the diversity of cultures and 
ethnicities. Many different communities are attached to different pieces of land within the 
country, and within this patchwork, individuals and families have particular pieces of land 
which are special to them. It is only in the recent past that the South African government has 
recognised the importance of land in the construction of social identity, organization of 
religious life and reproduction of culture, and acknowledged the need to recognise this within 
land policy (Advisory Panel on Land Reform and Agriculture 2019:15). Echoing the words of 
Brueggemann and Habel, the people belong to the land, and are co-creators of meaning. This 
dialectical relationship between people and land is at the heart of Material Religion cum Place 
Attachment. 
Place attachment was formed through ancestral lineages and through visiting grandparents. The 
significance of these places is reinforced through ethnic and cultural rituals and celebrations. 
If individuals were raised by grandparents (which was fairly common under Apartheid when 
parents of black children worked in the white urban areas that were some distance away from 
the homelands) then the additional time spent in these historic family areas reinforced the place 
attachment. The legacy of children being raised by grandparents in the rural areas still occurs 
within some communities today. Although place attachment is often enhanced by ownership, 
this does not preclude attachment in the instances of communally-held land or tenancy. 
The land reform process was initiated to redistribute land rights and remedy past racial 
injustices. However, with the change in land reform policies since 2000, it is difficult to 
determine the extent to which land redistribution is a programme for the “rural poor, 
farmworkers and women in particular” or whether it is a programme for “emerging commercial 
farmers” and/or urban-based business people (High Level Panel 2017:213). Philpott and Butler 
(2004:16) argue that although land redistribution could potentially produce a de-racialised 
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commercial agricultural sector, it is unlikely to redistribute land on an equitable basis, and 
neither will it transform the relation of the rural poor and agricultural workers to the land. It is 
recognised, however, that “the targeting of land and the selection of people to benefit must 
happen in a more strategic and coordinated manner that is transparent and can be seen to give 
priority to the poor and landless and their land needs” (High Level Panel 2017:224). 
One of the critiques of land reform is that officials have consolidated claimants into large 
dysfunctional groups that do not have a shared identity, and in certain instances have serious 
internal disputes. The groups then have an impossible task of trying to manage agricultural 
production while internal dynamics are volatile (High Level Panel 2017:203). The process is 
complicated when institutional arrangements sometimes facilitate strategic partners of 
dominant claimants to monopolise the land and other resources. 
In the land restitution process a claim is lodged by an individual or group of claimants. The 
land in question which is then investigated. The form that restitution takes depends on the 
circumstances of each claim. Alternative compensation is arranged if the claimant prefers or if 
it is no longer feasible to restore the actual land (Integrated Planning Services 1999:16). 
Although the claimant is always involved in the settlement negotiation, it is often difficult to 
quantify and monetize the claimants’ degrees of place attachment. 
Tenure reform considers the landowner’s rights and responsibilities as well as the occupiers’ 
rights and responsibilities. It acknowledges that all these role players have some level of 
attachment to the land.  
4.3.1.2.  The Place: what land are they attached to? 
When land is understood as a gift from God, it should be equitably shared for the benefit of all 
humanity (Philpott & Butler 2004:2). Land is storied place. The different stories (and histories) 
provide different sorts of connections and attachments for the owners and occupiers. Different 
groups of nomadic people and communities occupied different areas within South Africa at 
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different times before the wars of conquest. This makes it extremely difficult to prove who was 
there first in the mists of time and who has the most valid claim (High Level Panel 2017:237). 
Unresolved, overlapping and conflicting claims contribute to ethnic and tribal tension and 
xenophobic attitudes as communities argue why they, and not others, should be entitled to large 
swathes of land (High Level Panel 2017:234). In the vocabulary of Chidester (2012) and 
material religion, land is contested space that is sacralised through intensive interpretation and 
regular ritualisation. 
Within the South African context, homelands were “heartlands of great cultural and emotional 
significance and products of apartheid history” (Bank & Hart 2019:415). As apartheid 
settlement and population controls fell away, family members urbanized, but many people 
reconnected with their homeland histories, place-based identities and family traditions. The 
rural areas remain the places for anchoring family, culture and tradition in an uncertain world. 
Migrant families contribute to rural home-making, placing great value on the symbols16 of 
suburban citizenship rather than on agrarian investment (Bank & Hart 2019:416-417). 
The Report of the Presidential Advisory Panel on Land Reform and Agriculture (2019) engages 
not only with the technical aspects of land, but is grounded in an appreciation of the spiritual 
nature of land as well as the understanding of land and identity (at both an individual and 
collective level), and the restoration of dignity for the landless. It is significant that land is 
understood by the different representatives on the Panel as something deeper than turf with 
economic value. Material Religion cum Place Attachment will give greater clarity and 
understanding of this dimension of land reform which may in turn aid policies and practices on 
the ground. 
                                                 
16 Symbols of suburban citizenship include dwellings made from bricks and mortar, a motor vehicle, mobile 
phone, and a satellite dish for subscription television. These are largely funded by migrant remittances. 
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Land is the place where life is lived – that gives life and identity. The social function of land is 
critical and plays an important role in creating place identity (Philpott & Butler 2004:2). The 
physical features of the land such as waterbodies (such as waterfalls, rivers etc.), hills or 
mountains, and forests may provide loci for rituals and cultural celebrations17. It is these 
specific physical features that embody the land that people are attached to. Sites that contain 
physical features of a national interest may receive some protection from South African 
conservation agencies. However, on a smaller scale, individuals and families may be attached 
to natural features on the area of land with which they are intimately familiar. 
The cognitive-emotional bond with land increases with interactive positive interactions and 
memories. The land that people are attached to often has ancestral linkages and represents the 
place for family gatherings and celebrations. Depending on each family group, these may be 
very localized attachments, or more expansive if family members have travelled or relocated 
for work or relationship purposes and expanded their sphere of land attachment.  
The registration of a restitution claim specifies a particular parcel of land that the individual or 
group of claimants are attached to. Similarly, occupiers applying for security of tenure have 
associations (often lengthy) with the properties on which they are situated. Restitution 
applicants, in particular, exhibit high levels of place identity, and would prefer to stay on the 
land to which they are attached, even though this may not be the most financially rewarding 
option18. 
                                                 
17 For example, Table Mountain in the Western Cape (for African traditional religion, New Age and Islam), the 
Thathe Vondo forest in Limpopo (for the VhaVenda), Inanda Falls in KwaZulu-Natal (as a place for baptismal 
ceremonies for Shembe followers), Motouleng caves in the Eastern Free State (for African traditional religion) 
(Harrison 2004). 
18 A land restitution case that I was involved with in Simon’s Town in 2004 involved a well-located property that 
the group of claimants decided to use for personal residential purposes in preference to building rental 
accommodation for tourists, even using calculations with fairly low occupancy. 
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In instances where it is no longer feasible to receive the actual land, alternative land or 
monetary compensation may be negotiated. In such circumstances the applicants are expected 
to detach from the land which is no longer available. This may be very difficult and even 
impossible where there is a deep attachment to a particular place for reasons mentioned above. 
Detachment may be challenging if people feel they are forced to settle for a less desirable 
solution.  
Applicants for land redistribution, on the other hand, are not as intimately attached to a 
particular property as restitution or tenure reform applicants. Since redistribution operates on a 
willing buyer-willing seller basis the degree of attachment is likely to be lower to start with, 
until the recipient has had an opportunity to build memories and experience belonging. 
Land in the South African context which is associated with negative interactions and memories 
are likely to have low levels of place attachment. These may include the designated areas for 
settlement following forced removals, or places where families or communities have 
experienced violence or disaster.  
4.3.1.3.  The Process: what was the process of attachment to land? 
Following Scannell and Gifford (2014:274-275), place attachment is created through affect 
(emotion), cognition, and behaviour.  
Since land reform is a highly emotive topic, the attachment to the land is likely to be significant, 
particularly for restitution cases, and for occupiers or tenants who have had a long relationship 
with the property. Beneficiaries who have received land through the redistribution process, or 
claimants who have received alternative land are less likely to have a strong emotional 
attachment to the land. 
The process of cognition refers to the development of knowledge, memories and beliefs 
associated with the land. Memories and beliefs are often strong contributors to place attachment 
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for the restitution claimants and labour tenants who have a lengthy association with the 
property in question. The handing down of indigenous knowledge may also apply if this has 
been retained through the generations. Beneficiaries who are part of the land redistribution 
programme should have some knowledge about using the rural land they negotiate, with 
farming skill to make the identified project sustainable. Unfortunately, not all projects are 
sustainable as sometimes land has been allocated to beneficiaries who do not have the 
necessary skills and lack institutional support (Bank & Hart 2019:412). 
Behaviour such as visits and pilgrimages contribute to creating and developing place 
attachment. The processes of intensive interpretation and regular ritualization, particularly 
associated with restitution claims creates sacred space and thereby increases attachment to land. 
The lower level of place attachment among redistribution cases is illustrated by the detached 
behaviour of the beneficiaries towards the property.  
The contributions of the psychological processes to place attachment are complex, and unique 
for the circumstances of each beneficiary group and the associated land in question. However, 
for cases of restitution and tenure reform, the longer association with the property, compared 
to beneficiaries of redistribution, is likely to express a stronger place attachment through affect 
and behaviour. 
4.3.2.  Evaluating Place Attachment in South Africa 
The evaluation of place attachment provides an assessment of the extent to which the land 
reform programmes of land redistribution, restitution and tenure reform recognise the bonds 
that are forged with the land. The graphical illustration of place identity (perception) and place 
dependence (preservation) are particularly useful in this regard, and together with an 
understanding of place loss and the psychological benefits of place attachment provide a useful 
backdrop in which to unpack the contributions of the modern theological authors.  
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4.3.2.1.  Place Perception 
Place perception is influenced by meanings associated with the land. The High Level Panel 
(2017:213) recognised the multiple meanings of land to different people, and acknowledged 
the diverse importance and potential impact of land redistribution in South Africa.  
Place identity and place perception are indicated by “insideness” and “outsideness”. There is 
often a high level of “insideness” amongst restitution claimants and tenure reform beneficiaries 
who have a particular relationship with a specific property. Beneficiaries of redistribution 
applications are likely to have a lower level of insideness however, as they have little 
connection or identification with the land. Since one of the key goals of land reform in the 
country is the improvement of the livelihoods of the rural and urban poor (High Level Panel 
2017:213), these beneficiaries may initially feel like outsiders until they are integrated within 
their new community. 
A strong and positive place perception may distort an awareness of any dangers associated with 
the property. What a restitution claimant may remember as a wonderfully wild and exciting 
property may present challenges associated with soil quality, snakes and isolation. Irrespective 
of this, restitution and tenure reform beneficiaries are likely to display a higher level of 
“insideness” than redistribution beneficiaries. 
4.3.2.2.  Place Preservation 
Place attachment manifests itself as a tendency to preserve the land to which one is attached. 
In the context of rural areas, commercial and subsistence agriculture and associated activities 
tend to dominate the livelihood strategies. Stewardship of the natural resource base contributes 
towards sustainability. According to Sebastien (2020:210), place preservation and dependence 
are heightened by an understanding that land has spiritual implications. The spiritual 
connections were also acknowledged by the Advisory Panel on Land Reform and Agriculture 
(2019:105) who recognised that the land value system should recognise the spiritual needs 
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associated with cultures and religions so that those communities that consider themselves 
custodians and stewards of the land can uphold the integrity and spiritual connections with the 
land. Land reform beneficiaries who are involved in African traditional religions are often more 
open to attributing spiritual relationships to the land (material religion) than those from Western 
faiths. The discussions in chapters 2 and 3 on Psalm 37 and Matthew 5 respectively show how 
powerfully divine meanings attributed to land affect attachment. Place dependence is high 
when the land and resource base is necessary for survival, and further heightened when the 
spiritual qualities of the land are recognised.  Place dependence is low when the land is used 
for leisure activities. 
Since land reform was historically focused on the rural areas, the resources received by the 
beneficiary families were often necessary for survival where agriculture was practiced. 
Increasingly, the government is realizing the need for urban-based land reform too since the 
poor are not confined to the rural areas. The High Level Panel voiced their concern that there 
is no longer adequate provision in policy and practice for the use of land for non-agricultural 
purposes (both rural and urban) which are often the mainstay of poor families (High Level 
Panel 2017:224). In the urban context, the place (as opposed to the land per se) tends to provide 
the basis for survival, with multi-dimensional livelihood strategies.  
In cases where the land reform process assists the poor (both rural and urban), place dependence 
is likely to be high, indicating survival as the basis for dependence. On the other hand, where 
beneficiaries are the opportunistic and connected middle-class, the dependence on the land is 
not as high and the land may represent “hobby farming” – agriculture as more of a leisure 
activity than necessary for survival. 
The drive for place preservation is less like to be influenced by the nature of the land reform 
process, but rather by the personal circumstances of the beneficiaries. If the beneficiaries are 
poor and dependent on the land for their own survival, they are more likely to preserve the 
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resources. Alternatively, if the beneficiary has alternative sources of income, they will not 
necessarily be so inclined to preserve the land. 
Based on Sebastien’s model, where place identity is indicated in terms of “insideness” or 
“outsideness”, the land reform processes that involve restitution or tenure reform tend to have 
a higher level of “insideness” compared to redistribution projects. On the other hand, place 
dependency is more likely to be for survival purposes when the beneficiaries are poor, 
compared to middle class beneficiaries who use the land reform project for leisure purposes. 
 
Figure 5 South African land reform projects and land attachment 
The degree of place attachment is measured by the distance away from the origin – high place 
identity and high place dependence indicate high place attachment. In the above graph, the 
following three fictitious scenarios are depicted: 
Scenario A represents a land restitution project where the beneficiary is middle-class, not 
requiring the land for their survival, but has a strong identity with the land, based on historical 
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and ancestral connections. In this instance the beneficiary has a reasonable degree of place 
attachment. 
Scenario B illustrates a land redistribution project where the beneficiary does not have the same 
place identity as a restitution claimant because the beneficiary is initially perceived as an 
outsider. However, the beneficiary is poor and dependent on the land for livelihoods strategies. 
Like scenario A, the beneficiary in this case also has a reasonable place attachment.  
Scenario C depicts a labour tenant who has spent her whole life on the farm where her parents 
worked previously. She is poor, and dependent on subsistence agriculture to survive. Her place 
attachment is strong because of her high identification with the property, and also because of 
her complete dependence on the land in order to survive.  
4.3.2.3.  Place Loss 
The outcomes of place attachment are also indicated by a sense of place loss. The land reform 
process embodies loss and gain. One of the reasons why the land reform process was initiated 
was to redress spatial inequality and compensate people for land lost due to racial laws. There 
are thus historical losses (which the land reform process seeks to redress) and new or current 
losses (as a result of implementation of the land reform process), and both of these need to be 
considered in terms of place attachment. 
When place attachment is well-developed, place loss not only affects loss of land, but it often 
also contributes to a loss of sense of self (since the land helps shape people, and people belong 
to the land). When land has been held by the family for a number of generations, the loss that 
is felt is significant, especially if the land is “unfairly” appropriated. Implementation of 
legislation including, but not limited to the 1913 Black Land Act, the 1936 Native Trust and 
Land Act, the 1936 Development Trust and Land Act and the 1950 Group Areas Act removed 
non-white people from their properties and relocated them to other designated areas. 
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In certain situations, it may not be feasible to return the exact parcel of land to the restitution 
claimants, but in such cases the Commission of the Restitution of Land Rights should negotiate 
with all stakeholders for alternative land, monetary compensation or other relief which may 
include government housing. It is argued that while cash compensation may assist the speeding 
up of land claims, this does not necessarily address the underlying scars, and it may in fact 
compound the hurts of the past (Philpott & Butler 2004:16). It is important to note that unless 
adequately negotiated, recognising place attachment and loss, it is possible that land reform 
could potentially create a second wave of place loss if people are forcibly removed from their 
properties. The willing buyer-willing seller principle that drives land redistribution recognises 
place attachment, because, like the sale of any property in the open market, the seller chooses 
a timeframe and a price for which they are prepared to dispose of their land. The place loss 
element of place attachment may be exacerbated in cases of involuntary dispossession, such as 
expropriation without compensation. For privately held land and personally settled property, 
expropriation without compensation does not acknowledge place attachment – neither the place 
identity nor the place dependence of the person or communities being dispossessed, especially 
if the owner has a history with the land. 
However, the land reform process has been very slow, and there were repeated calls to amend 
the property ownership clause of the Constitution (s25) to allow for expropriation of land, in 
the public interest, without compensation. Section 25 of the Constitution was amended in 
November 2018 as one mechanism to accelerate the land reform programme19. The Advisory 
Panel on Land Reform and Agriculture recommended expropriation without compensation in 
certain instances, such as abandoned land, land held for speculative reasons and state land 
(Advisory Panel on Land Reform and Agriculture 2019:80). Within these recommendations, it 
                                                 
19 The provisions of the Constitution were, in fact, sufficient to allow for expropriation without compensation 
without amending Section 25 (Bank & Hart 2019:412) but this had been fuelled as an emotive and political issue 
in the two years preceding the 2019 General Elections. 
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can be argued that there is some understanding, although unarticulated recognition, of 
attachment to land. The cases recommended for expropriation without compensation do not 
reflect a high level of place attachment for the owner – as both the place identity and place 
dependence in these cases are low. 
4.3.2.4.  Psychological Benefits of Place Attachment 
The thirteen psychological benefits of place attachment as described by Scannell and Gifford 
(2014:287-289) are assessed in terms of the land reform programmes. Evidently, the 
assessment is generalized and will depend on the beneficiaries and their personal experiences 
with the area of land that they have received, but without investigating specific case studies, a 
generalized evaluation needs to suffice. It is worth noting that non-monetised benefits (such as 
psychological benefits) of land redistribution are neither investigated nor quantified by 
government (High Level Panel 2017:214). Despite acknowledgement that land is more than an 
economic good, the lack of monitoring and evaluation in this regard is not very convincing.  
Restitution and tenure reform beneficiaries are likely to experience the comfort and reassurance 
of memories and belonging should it be feasible to receive the land to which they were 
originally attached. Should these beneficiaries need to accept alternative land (to which they 
have no historical linkage), then the psychological benefits are likely to be the same as 
pertaining to beneficiaries of the land redistribution programme, where memories and 
belonging are developed over time. 
Benefits that are more likely to apply to land received through the land redistribution 
programme are activity support, physical and psychological comfort and aesthetics. Since 
redistribution involves a willing buyer, the beneficiary has an input in the choice of land, and 
is far more likely to receive these benefits than land reform projects where the recipient has no 
or limited choice. Redistribution beneficiaries are likely to agree to land that has the amenities 
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and activities to support their lifestyle, provide sufficient safety and security, and aesthetics to 
support long-term sustainability. 
The beneficiaries of all three programmes of redistribution, restitution and tenure reform are 
likely to benefit from positive emotion when they receive the land they have been waiting for. 
Similarly, it will be a time of self-growth as they learn valuable management and practical 
skills as the site is developed and the livelihoods strategies implemented. The reality is that not 
all the beneficiaries have the necessary skills to make the project a success, and the 
supplementary support is not always available. Positive emotions and self-growth may be a 
short-lived phase. Privacy is another positive benefit that may be short-lived in the urban 
context or if members of the extended family or other tenants move onto the land. 
The benefits of relaxation and entertainment are not necessarily enjoyed unless the beneficiary 
is able to make this happen in their personal schedule and circumstance. The benefit of control, 
autonomy and freedom is also not necessarily enjoyed by the beneficiaries in the long term as 
they are subject to local planning legislation and neighbours (especially in the urban areas). Of 
concern to the authorities is the number of beneficiaries who allow previously productive 
farmland to lie fallow, and when the business that was inherited collapses, the land is sold or 
auctioned off (Erasmus 2019, Tsele & Butler 2013:44). As a result, beneficiaries lose the 
control, autonomy and freedom that came with the land, becoming landless and poor yet again. 
The practical benefits of location pertaining to urban projects includes access to amenities and 
infrastructure that comes with being located in an urban area. Rural projects, on the other hand, 
are more likely to offer an opportunity to connect with nature. 
4.3.3.  Implications of Place Attachment for South African Land Reform  
Land is part of social and cultural identity. The success of land reform projects may be indicated 
by the level of place attachment, and therefore, the considerations around land reform should 
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take place attachment into account. The land reform process should acknowledge place 
attachment within the its processes that may include attaching to a new piece of land (for the 
beneficiaries) or detaching from land (for those from whom land is expropriated, and to a lesser 
extent, those who choose to sell their land). 
The extent of place attachment is dependent on a number of factors, and may be affected by 
the type of land reform programme that is implemented, the historical linkages with the 
particularly parcel(s) of land and where the project is situated. Attachment to place is strongest 
where people have a direct connection with the land – restitution and tenure, but some land is 
better than nothing for the landless. The evaluation also indicated that people will have a 
stronger attachment to the land if they recognise the spirituality of the land and are dependent 
on it. Where people are expected to attach to alternative land, provision of amenities may go a 
long way to facilitating attachment. 
4.4.  INTERNATIONAL THEOLOGICAL DISCOURSE ON LAND 
The modern authors who were selected to contribute to the international discourse on land have 
used the Scriptures as their starting point. Christopher Wright (1990) and Norman Habel (1995) 
have based their research on the Hebrew Scriptures. In the Hebrew Scriptures, land could either 
refer to the geographical area defined by Canaan, Israel or Palestine; the arable land in which 
plants grow (‘adamah); or the entire earth, the domain from the third day of creation (‘eres) 
(Habel 1995:2).   
4.4.1.  Christopher Wright 
Wright (1990) focused his research on property ethics within the Old Testament, of which land 
is a key component. Wright acknowledged the materiality of land in his model which reflected 
the relationship between Yahweh, the people of Israel and the land:  
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Figure 6 Model of Land Ethics in the Old Testament 
The three main relationships were those between Yahweh and Israel (AB) as exemplified in 
the covenant with Abraham; Yahweh as ultimate owner of the land (AC); and the land given 
to Israel as an inheritance (BC). Wright argued that the theological, social and economic realms 
were inextricably bound together, and that land was material to the relationships. He further 
contended that the family was the focal point as the basic unit of Israelite social and kinship 
structure (BD), the basic unit of land tenure and the prime beneficiary of the inalienability 
principle (CD) and the family and land units were the basic fabric upon which Israel’s 
relationship with God rested (AD) (Wright 1990:104). Family was the link between the social 
and economic existence and the theological self-understanding of Israel. The family attachment 
to the land was particularly strong in the case of ancestral burial place. The bond was significant 
for the ancestors and for the continuance of the family on their own land (Wright 1990:69). 
However, Wright argued that in the period of the two centuries from 800 - 600 BCE the political 
conditions in Palestine changed dramatically, and the family that had been at the heart of 
society dissolved (Wright 1990:107). This fuelled a revision of ideology and philosophy in 
relation to land. 
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Although Wright recognised the linkages of people to land, the vocabulary of place attachment 
is not used – the how and why of the bond between land and family (beyond the legal contract 
and cultural norms) was not part of his research into property ethics and was therefore not 
discussed in any detail. 
4.4.2.  Norman Habel 
Like Wright, Habel (1995) also focused on the Hebrew Scriptures and acknowledged land as 
an active partner in God’s relationship with the people of Israel. Habel identified and analysed 
six discrete land ideologies to ascertain the implications for contemporary land issues where 
the Bible is sometimes cited to support land claims. For Habel (1995:1), “Land is the ground 
of our being” and reflects the social constructions of meanings that people use to create their 
experience with land. For the Australian Aboriginals, land does not belong to the people; but 
the people belong to the land (Habel 1995:2). Land is a social symbol within a range of 
meanings, and these vary between and within cultures (Habel 1995:1). 
The ancient texts written about land reflected a particular ideology of that time and place. When 
these texts are read by modern readers, meanings are made based on internal and external 
factors, that may be projected onto the intentions of the ancient author(s)20. For Habel, biblical 
ideology was “a complex and contested set of ideas, values, symbols and aspirations being 
promoted with social and political force in a given literary complex to persuade the implied 
audience within that text of the truth of a given ideology. An ideology, by this definition, 
incorporated the factor of contestation, the text being the literary product of the struggle” 
(Habel 1995:11). Material religion is the terrain where humans engage in meaningful and 
powerful ways to create understandings, and this is characterised by struggle. Within the 
                                                 
20 Eisegesis (instead of exegesis) is inevitably inescapable. In order to be true to the text, it is important to try and 
understand the context in which the text was written and “meant” first, before expanding creatively on what it 
could “mean” for today. 
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context of the struggle, the ideology of the author was intended to inform the audience, and 
encourage a particular relationship with the land. 
For Habel, there is no singular concept of land in the Hebrew Scriptures. “There is, rather, a 
spectrum of land ideologies with diverse images and doctrines of land. These ideologies, 
moreover, are promoted by particular social groups with vested interests in promoting a given 
ideology to gain, regain or maintain land” (Habel 1995:148). The understanding of land was 
thus material in meaning-making within the ancient world. Psalm 37 did not form the basis for 
any particular ideology formulated by Habel. The post-exilic audience of Psalm 37 would have 
been familiar with the Hebrew Scriptures that were edited and compiled during the Exile, and 
their ideologies would likely have been a synthesis of all the six ideologies21 mentioned by 
Habel. 
For Habel (1995:142), those who claim or aspire to power, and whose vested interests are 
reflected in a given biblical ideology, are often those who believe they should own or control 
the land. Most land ideologies are promoted by landholders or aspirant land holders to support 
their claim, and they selectively use biblical texts22. In reality, the assumptions underpinning 
the social complexity of each ideology should be examined within its historic and socio-
economic context before it is blindly applied to any new context (Habel 1995:143). For Habel 
(1995:147), if ideologies had been written from the perspective of the landless poor or 
dispossessed Canaanites, then different interpretations, images, doctrines and charters of these 
ideologies would be presented. It is only the immigrant theology of the Abrahamic narratives 
that reflects sympathy for the indigenous Canaanites, who can expect to be blessed, rather than 
                                                 
21 Royal ideology where land is a source of wealth (1 Kings 3-10), Theocratic ideology where land is a conditional 
grant (Deuteronomy 4-11), Ancestral household ideology where land is represented as family lots (Joshua), 
Prophetic ideology where land is Yahweh’s personal naḥalah (Jeremiah), Agrarian ideology where land is Sabbath 
bound (Leviticus 25), and Immigrant ideology where land is the host country (Genesis 11-23). 
22 The Aboriginal Australians used the concept of biblical jubilee (Leviticus 25) to provide a vision for their future 
in a document entitled “A Just and Proper Settlement” (Habel 1995:4) 
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cursed, through Abraham’s seed. “The land is not a passive object, but an active partner living 
in relationship with the people who dwell in the soil” (Habel 1995:148). The land ideologies 
of the landholders or aspirants that were promoted by the authors of the Hebrew Scriptures 
reflects a level of place attachment given the degree of place identity and place dependence. 
Following Habel’s argument, land ideologies for people in the 21st century are informed by 
their philosophy and understanding of theology, and this may change over time to support their 
claim. A recognition of the significance of ideology in the land question indicates the value in 
using Material Religion and Place Attachment as a lens to examine attachment to land. 
4.4.3.  Walter Brueggemann 
Unlike Wright and Habel who focused on the Hebrew Scriptures, Walter Brueggemann (2002) 
looked at the Bible as a whole in order to trace the history of Israel‘s relationship with land 
through the lens of grasp and gift. Brueggemann argued that land is a gift from God with its 
own unique history. He contended that the people do not own the land, but belong to the land 
(Brueggemann 2002:204) and are also shaped by the land and its history. For Brueggemann 
(2002:204), the repeating land motif required that land should always be regarded as a gift (not 
presumed upon), and that it should be managed as an arena for justice and freedom. “This 
concern for a material, physical promise gives credibility to Christianity as a religion of 
materialism” (Brueggemann 2002:204). 
However, land was a gift to be lightly held. A complacency, resulting from a sense of 
entitlement, inevitably resulted in loss of land. As such Israel oscillated between “landlessness 
(wilderness, exile) and landedness, the latter as either possession of the land, as anticipation of 
the land, or as grief about loss of land” (Brueggemann 2002:xi). Land was therefore material 
to their faith and existence. In exile, the hope for transformed land, renewed land and new land 
became a central point for expectant Israel, who were prisoners of hope. This was echoed by 
the proclamation of Jesus that graspers lose, and those open to gifts, receive (Brueggemann 
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2002:164). The sense of place loss following dispossession is evidence of place attachment, 
and this often drives a re-evaluation of attachment and a drive to regain the place identity and 
dependence that has been “unfairly” taken away.  
Jesus embodied the conviction that usefulness is not necessary to enter the kingdom, justifying 
a focus on the marginalised. The articulation of the gift/grasp issue was God’s warning against 
utility as a norm for land. An ideology that claimed the right to relocate and reassign people, 
to move from storied place to history-less space reflects land as a utility for production and 
consumption. In the future, relocations and urbanization should focus on the presence of stories 
for humanness, recognizing the difference between trusted place and coerced space” 
(Brueggemann 2002:207). Place becomes animated through emotions, understanding and lived 
experience, and this should be recognised by decision-makers.  
The Jewish community – in all its long, tortuous history – had never forgotten that its roots and 
its hopes were in storied earth, and that was the central driving force of its uncompromising 
ethical faith (Brueggemann 2002:203). For Brueggemann, humanness was always about 
historical placement in the earth, which included excess meanings both rooted in and moving 
beyond literalism (Brueggemann 2002:2-3). These meanings contributed towards creating 
place identity throughout Israel’s history.  
The materiality of land and attachment to land has contributed to the ongoing conflict within 
Israel and Palestine. In the preface to his second edition of “The Land”, Brueggemann (2002: 
xiv) recognised that the claim to the Promised Land was not an “innocent theological claim” 
but was “a vigorous ideological assertion on an important political scale”. The contemporary 
state of Israel appeals to old traditions as a basis of entitlement, reinforced by the twentieth 
century shoah23. The Christians, who appeal to the same authoritative land traditions are thus 
                                                 
23 Holocaust 
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deeply engaged in the contestation (Brueggemann 2002:203). Continued conflict over land in 
Israel and Palestine illustrates the depth and complexity of place attachment, and confirms that 
land has more than an economic value or political power. Through history and supporting 
ideologies, Jews, Muslims and Christians identify with and claim attachment to the land, and 
a dependence thereon to support their culture. In a broader context land entitlement has served 
as the rationale for colonization, and has led to earth occupation. Such entitlement ideology 
can also support violence, especially when it is merged with military capacity and “becomes 
an intolerable commitment to violence that is justified by reason of state” (Brueggemann 
2002:xv).  
Brueggemann argues that Israel’s history of gift and grasp should concern the church because 
coveting yields anxiety, but the meek who are homeless will inherit the land (Brueggemann 
2002:172). The church’s involvement with land affirms Christianity as a religion of materiality. 
Land is not only a gift from God, but also reflects history. While the people may not own the 
land, they belong to the land (Brueggemann 2002:204).  
It is important to consider how the ideology of land in the same land texts can either legitimate 
the ideology of the land owners or support the hope of the dispossessed, but aspirant land 
owners (Brueggemann 2002:xxi-xxii). The dispossessed demand a share of the land and often 
echo the biblical voice of the poor (Brueggemann 2002:205). The main problem in the church 
today is that the gospel story was believed, shaped and transmitted by the dispossessed, but 
now the church is a church of material possession (Brueggemann 2002:206). The church’s 
understanding of the land embraces an ideology that is often offended by the rhetoric of the 
dispossessed. 
Brueggemann argues that by interpreting the Bible away from its land agenda and focusing on 
spiritual matters, the church has neglected to hear the gospel and its promise that the status quo 
inequities of landlessness and landedness have not been embraced. At times Scripture has been 
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misinterpreted to understand landlessness as a virtue instead of a condition for receiving land. 
On other occasions, by avoiding the land question, spiritual Christianity has effectively 
sanctioned existing inequalities (Brueggemann 2002:205).  
Brueggemann’s primary contribution to the international discourse was defining the dialectical 
trajectory of the relationship of Israel’s people with the land. The gift and grasp dynamic 
describes and affirms place attachment across the generations, but does not detail the 
psychology of the attachment or the transitions between these two realities. Brueggemann also 
highlights that the church, as landowner, could critically consider the ideology that informs its 
approach to land, and concern for the poor and dispossessed. 
4.4.4.  Colin Chapman 
Colin Chapman (2015), in his book entitled “Whose Promised Land?” examines the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict from a Christian perspective. In Israel and Palestine, the root of conflict 
has been a clash of nationalities and faiths with different communities claiming the same piece 
of land for reasons that developed out of their different histories (Chapman 2015:12). The 
conflict has escalated in complexity to involve the Middle East and world powers. The 
approach begins with explaining the historical claims of Jews and Arabs, and then unpacks the 
biblical understanding of the land theme, before discussing a possible way forward. Chapman’s 
contribution to the international theological discourse is interesting because of the focus on a 
real (and still unresolved) issue of land. 
The journey through the Old and New Testaments to understand the biblical interpretations of 
land illustrates how the hopes of land and place attachment had developed over the centuries 
and were shaped by particular ideologies. For Chapman (2015:399), the conflict was more 
about land and dispossession than about religion. Politics and religion are always closely 
intertwined, and a peaceful solution is impossible if the conflict is theologized (Chapman 
2015:415). Since the land belonged to God, it should therefore represent a land of 
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reconciliation, peace and hope. An important contribution of Chapman’s is the importance of 
justice, which cannot be downplayed in pursuit of reconciliation (Chapman 2015:422). The 
Israeli-Palestinian context provides a useful and concrete illustration of the complexities of 
land, with applications for South Africa.  
4.4.5.  Summary of International Contributions 
The modern authors recognise the cognitive-emotional bonds of material religions and have 
some acknowledgement of place attachment, but they do not elaborate on how this happens.  
International scholarship recognised that religion becomes concrete and palpable through land. 
Wright acknowledged the materiality of land citing the bonds that are formed through ancestral 
burial ground. However, Wright does not develop the how or why this attachment to place 
happens. 
For Habel, there is some acknowledgment of material religion and place attachment in the 
recognition of the role that ideology (often driven by the powerful) plays in informing 
relationship with land. He states that the land does not belong to the people, but the people 
belong to the land, Habel neglects to explore the extent of place attachment in the dispossessed. 
In a similar vein to Habel, Brueggemann argues that people do not own the land, but belong to 
it. Land is a gift from God and should be lightly held. History reveals Israel’s oscillating 
trajectory with the land. Landlessness is a sure result of grasping and entitlement, and a 
mentality of entitlement often leads to violence.   
The modern authors provide valuable contribution to land (de)attachment with their focus on 
the land loss aspect of place attachment. Brueggemann highlighted the plight of the 
marginalised and recognised the emotional impact of moving from storied place to history-less 
space. He noted that the church (as holding land) has often turned the focus away from land to 
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focus on the spiritual. This spiritual focus falsely absolves the church from addressing their 
land ownership land for the poor and landless associated with it.  
Chapman traced the land debate within Israel and Palestine, and stated that the conflict is more 
about land and dispossession than religion. He argued that justice is important when redressing 
historic land dispossession. Justice needs to be informed by an understanding of materiality of 
land and the processes of peoples’ attachment to it. 
4.5.  SOUTH AFRICAN THEOLOGICAL SCHOLARSHIP ON LAND 
There is an oft-quoted African anecdote, attributed to Desmond Tutu, but used by black people 
to explain the land situation in South Africa: “When the white man arrived in Africa, the white 
man had the Bible and the African had land. The white man said to the African: ‘Close your 
eyes and let us pray.’ After the prayer, the white man had the land and the African had the 
Bible” (Tsele & Butler 2013:42, Maluleke 2013:61). It is important to recognise that Christian 
mission in South Africa was closely tied to colonialism, but that churches were also involved 
in skilling and educating converts and providing an alternative sanctuary against the prevailing 
conditions in the outside world (Tsele & Butler 2013:42).  
The land question was formally on the agenda of the South African theological discourse since 
the landmark Rustenburg Conference in 1990 (Maluleke 2013:61). At this conference the 
importance of involving both the Church and the State in addressing the issue of restoring land 
to people who had been dispossessed was raised. As such, the Church was challenged to 
examine its land ownership and return land appropriated from the relocated communities to its 
original owners (Tsele & Butler 2014:42). For Maluleke (2008:683), African theology follows 
a lived and oral tradition, implying that a South African theology on land has been around since 
pre-colonial times. However, the Rustenburg Conference was key in the trajectory of the 
theology on land in that it drew together ecclesiological discussion where previously there had 
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been a paucity (Tsele & Butler 2014:42). This section examines the contributions of Maluleke 
and Tsele and Butler to the South African theological discourse about land. 
4.5.1.  Tinyiko Maluleke  
Tinyiko Maluleke (2013:63) acknowledged that the churches acquired land for mission, with 
intentions for the good of the poor, but their linkages to the broader colonial projects 
compromised their motive for mission, as illustrated in the anecdote above. Maluleke presented 
three possible readings of the anecdote:  
The “Mofokeng option” highlights the paradox of black Christians to Christianity. It 
acknowledges the close relationship between religion and continued exploitation and creates 
an awareness to eradicate disinheritance and exploitation, especially among black women 
(Maluleke 2013:61-62). 
The “Tutu option” suggests that black people who were left with the Bible (as a symbol of the 
presence of God) had the better option. This reading minimizes the darker side of material 
consequence, and needs to recognise the complicity of the Bible in oppression. It is important 
to note that “faith not only takes place within a socio-economic and material context, it also 
has material and socio-political consequences” (Maluleke 2013:62). 
The “Mosala option” suggests that the task at hand requires black people to use the Bible to 
get the land back, without losing the Bible. Mosala recognises that the “terrain of struggles” is 
complex and a hermeneutic of suspicion is necessary for the reading of biblical texts (Maluleke 
2013:62). 
For Maluleke, all three options are mission-focused, sharing a vision and burden that can 
undermine the agency of the exploited in the process of their own liberation. However, he 
points out that the anecdote can be faulted because the Bible and the land are not that 
inseparable. He presents an ecclesio-religious argument to emphasise the paradox of the poor 
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church member who is imprisoned by the love, need for and dependence on the very church 
that holds him or her hostage (Maluleke 2013:62-63). Love for the church meant that the people 
who lived on the land remained there and survived in the spaces they had to “carve out 
unconsciously and often in survival mode” (Maluleke 2013:63).  
Maluleke argued that certain dichotomous understandings of land and superficial notions of 
the vision and mission of churches first need to be dismissed (Maluleke 2013:63). Land is 
material, but the Bible and the land are not as distinguishable as the anecdote suggests. The 
theology of land should embrace the “religious and economical, physical and spiritual, 
emotional and practical, and romantic and pragmatic” (Maluleke 2013:62). A recognition of 
the multi-faceted nature of land supports a theory of place attachment. However, it is 
complicated to fully quantify the value that integrity, dignity and reputation contribute, so 
calculating injury or loss as a result of losing land is difficult. Maluleke argued for a theology 
of restitution in order to restore just relationships between and among God, humanity, and 
creation (the world) (Maluleke 2008:686). This echoes Wright’s framework of God, the people 
and the land.  
By looking at an African reading of the parable of Lazarus the beggar at the rich man’s gate 
(Luke 16:19-31), Maluleke (2008:693-695) suggests the reparation should involve six 
considerations: 
 Seeing Lazarus – noticing that there is an issue of disparity between the “haves” and “have-
nots”, 
 Recognising that Lazarus is an emergency – the poor will lose patience with the lack of 
progress, 
 Noticing the link – unmasking and breaking the link between poverty and wealth, 
landlessness and landedness,  
 Consulting Lazarus – listening to the poor and acknowledging their presence and hearing 
their message, 
 Acknowledging Lazarus’ initiative – valuing the efforts that the poor have made,  
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 Before Lazarus dies – the land issue is real now, and should be addressed “this side of the 
grave”. 
For Maluleke, at a human level, it is important to focus on the “un-people” – the members of 
society who are on and off the fringes of societal structures and processes (Maluleke 2008:689). 
This is echoed in Brueggemann’s description of the dispossessed.  
In the parable, Lazarus is likely to be sitting at the gate of the rich man, because he has been 
dispossessed of his land and his dignity due to systemic imperialism that had created huge 
inequalities. It is possible that this wealthy man now had the land to which Lazarus and his 
family was originally attached, and sitting outside his gate was both a protest and a necessity 
for survival. Lazarus was likely to have been attached to the land of his family, and that was 
necessary for his survival. Even if Lazarus didn’t own it, if he had had access to it and been 
able to work on it, he may have been able to feed himself and his family, relieving him of the 
shame of begging. Without access to his land (or any other land), Lazarus is unable to enjoy 
any of the benefits of place attachment.  
Maluleke’s contribution to the theology on land is useful in that it recognises the complexities 
associated with storied land. The theology is often driven by the ideology and perspective of 
the powerful. Land is more than an economic good that can be traded. Ultimately, reparation 
involves the restoration of just relations (Maluleke 2008:686). Place attachment provides a 
framework to guide the different role players that should be involved in the land reform process, 
and can help guide just decisions based on an understanding of the extent of place attachment. 
4.5.2.  Molefe Tsele and Mark Butler 
Molefe Tsele and Mark Butler contributed a paper entitled “Towards a Theology of Church 
Land in South Africa” that was published in the Bulletin for Contextual Theology. Although 
this aims to address the dearth in land theology, a paper that is “towards a theology” can be 
notoriously tentative, and “apologetic to the point of incoherence” (Maluleke 2008:682). 
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However, given that there has not been much scholarship on the topic, this paper humbly 
provides the starting point for such a conversation. 
Tsele and Butler acknowledge that the church had partnered with the colonisers and often 
acquired land through dubious means. However, the church also implemented its own mission 
on the land, including skilling, educating, converting and, at times, providing a respite against 
the prevailing conditions outside the church (Tsele & Butler 2013:42). Tsele and Butler suggest 
that a radical, transformational approach by the church is most appropriate, where the 
ownership patterns become more egalitarian, sustainable livelihoods and meaningful local 
development are pursued, and food security and agricultural markets are better understood 
(Tsele & Butler 2013:40-41). 
For Tsele and Butler (2013:43), the starting point for a theology of land for churches should 
recognise that people were dispossessed of land and lost everything, including their means of 
survival, customs, ancestors, themselves and even their gods. Churches acquired land for 
education, hospitals and skills development, and in this way integrated into the broader sense 
of mission. However, the vision and mission for land ownership by the missionary churches 
was often lost. They argued that churches should envision ways to effectively use the land as a 
way of atonement, rather than merely returning it to those who were dispossessed. Church land 
is often viewed as a source of revenue for cash-strapped denominations, but it is important to 
adopt “a framework informed by a theology of land as a theology and spirituality of economic 
sustainability, ecology and human dignity” (Tsele & Butler 2013:43-44). When land is viewed 
as a gift from God to the whole of creation, it suggests that a sacramental way of relating to 
land is appropriate, in contrast to the popular thinking which regards land as an economic good 
(Tsele & Butler 2013:44).  The theory of Place Attachment explains the ways in which a 
sacramental relationship with the land develops through intensive interpretation and regular 
ritualisation, which increases attachment.  
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Tsele and Butler (2013:44-45) provide the following theological entry points to facilitate 
discussion: 
 Option for the poor – the church should be an ally to the landless and the poor should 
participate in deliberations about the way forward. 
 Land should never be reduced to a mere commodity, only good for speculation. 
 Models of ownership and theology of land – land is a gift from God, and for the sake of 
the poor, should always be God’s final property which humans use responsibly, share 
justly and celebrate life. 
 Transformative action: transformation of relationships towards economic empowerment – 
the poor, rather than the opportunistic middle class, should benefit from economic 
transformation. 
 Poverty eradication: the moral norm for land utilization – should provide resources for 
livelihoods. 
 Jubilee and the gift of new life: celebration – anticipates the advent of the eschatological 
kingdom.  
The commodification of land that reduces land to economic value is one of the reasons cited 
for the disposal of ancestral land by poor people. Tsele and Butler’s theological entry points 
acknowledge that both biblical theology and African indigenous spirituality enhance the 
understanding of land by attaching a radically different and far higher value to land than money 
(Tsele & Butler 2013:44). Land therefore has materiality – it holds meaning and facilitates 
transcendence. Land is a gift from God and should be stewarded well and used sustainably. It 
is important for the church to work within the system provided for land reform, but to speak 
out against injustice. 
A key component of the vision of a liberated South Africa includes the restoration of equitable 
access to land (Tsele & Butler 2013:40). In recognition of place identity, churches should 
explore government’s land reform framework and discern opportunities to secure land rights 
for the inhabitants of church land (Tsele & Butler 2013:43). It is these inhabitants who are 
without rights to any land who would be considered poor. In terms of points of entry, Tsele and 
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Butler acknowledge that all those who identify with the land (the landowner and the tenants) 
should engage in collectively determining the way forward for the land. This recognises human 
dignity and provides opportunities for empowerment. People who have been staying on or 
working on the church land are likely to have a relationship with and attachment to the land, 
and should be part of the transformative process of upliftment – of themselves and of the land. 
Having buy-in creates a greater opportunity for success.  
Another key indicator of place attachment is place dependence. It is significant that Tsele and 
Butler recognise that sustainable livelihoods need to shape the use of the land, rather than 
assuming agriculture as the way forward. The poor tend to have multiple livelihood strategies 
with the land being key, especially for subsistence agriculture. The recognition that the land 
should be used responsibly because it is a gift from God also supports place dependence and 
place preservation. 
4.5.3.  Summary of South African Contributions 
The South African church land issue is complex, with roots entangled with Christian mission 
and colonialism. Reparation is complex, but justice is necessary to restore relationships. 
For Maluleke, the Bible and the land are not inseparable from the storied land they narrate. The 
recognition of the multi-faceted nature of land supports material religion. Maluleke echoes 
Habel in arguing that theology is driven by the ideology of the powerful, and recommends 
restitution, with a focus on the poor. For inhabitants on church land, there is often a dynamic 
of co-dependence. 
For Tsele and Butler, land requires a sacramental way of relating to it. The provision of an 
outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace, and the African indigenous 
spirituality affirms the materiality of land and its intrinsic value. Place identity is linked to 
history. Following Brueggemann, land is a gift that should be stewarded well. A focus on 
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sustainability provides an opportunity for multiple livelihood strategies and increased place 
dependence for the poor and marginalised.  
Similar to the international discourse, the South African authors on the theology of land 
recognise the materiality of land as mediating the relationship between God and God’s people, 
and simultaneously both shaping and being shaped by the inhabitants. However, the processes 
and psychological benefits of place attachment are not discussed. The South African authors 
do not give much attention to situations that might create place loss.  
4.6.  KEY IMPLICATIONS FOR THE ANGLICAN CHURCH OF SOUTHERN AFRICA 
The churches are significant landholders in Southern Africa, and different ideologies on land 
inform the different responses. Based on research documented by the South African Anglican 
Theological Commission, the Anglican Church received its mission land in the mid-nineteenth 
century as land grants from the colonial government, or directly from Xhosa chiefs (in the 
Transkei), or from generous African syndicates or benefactors (South African Anglican 
Theological Commission 1995:12). The missions usually consisted of “a school, hospital and 
church with buildings for the missionaries” and were intended to be self-sufficient in food and 
water (Sage 2005). During the twentieth century the churches have struggled, and often failed, 
to bring their practice in line with their principles, let alone influence and apply theology to 
land policy (South African Anglican Theological Commission 1995:12). At the start of the 
twenty-first century the church has a unique opportunity to be part of the process of 
transformation, especially in terms of its own land, infusing the land reform debate with the 
gospel values of sharing, reconciliation and healing (Makgoba 2018a, 2018b). 
It is important that the church examines its own use of land and participation in the 
displacement of people before taking a stand on land reform and redistribution of land (Tsele 
& Butler 2013:42). An emerging trend in recent years is that churches are exploring the 
government’s land reform policy framework for opportunities to redress the morally 
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compromised past and “secure rights to land for largely rightless inhabitants of church land” 
(Tsele & Butler 2013:43). Civil society has argued that it is important for the church to “move 
beyond a rhetoric of restitution, “justice” and rights towards at least deepening the paradigm to 
address issues of “agrarian reform” and “sustainable development” (Tsele & Butler 2013:42).   
A report by Sage (2005) described the initiative of the Anglican Diocese of Grahamstown to 
transfer ownership of church-owned land24 to local people in the poorer rural areas. The church 
retained the church, rectory, and burial ground on each farm, and the use of the rest of the land 
was negotiated with the beneficiaries. Besides agriculture, the larger project also included 270 
low-cost houses, a business park, and a sports complex.  
The five key implications for the Anglican Church in South Africa based on the land reform 
process and modern theological discourse follow below. 
4.6.1.  Reality Check 
After a quarter of a decade of land reform, progress has been extremely slow and often 
corrupted, making little impact on the scourge of poverty. In spite of changing policy to address 
the key issues, the reasons attributed to project failure are numerous. Communities and families 
are socially complex, and the lack of homogeneity fuels suspicion and dissension. Success is 
often thwarted by over-simplistic assumptions and solutions.  
The church should learn from mistakes that others have made, and document learning from 
projects so as to improve the success rate of future projects. Best practice can keep the land in 
the hands of the community for the benefit of all, with particular concern for the poorest of the 
poor (Makgoba 2018a).   
                                                 
24 St John’s Mission at Bolotwa, near Queenstown (108 hectares) and St Luke’s Mission near East London (220 
hectares). 
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4.6.2.  Appreciate the Complexity of Land  
Land is more than an economic good for distribution and use that should be sold to the highest 
bidder. Land is storied space, embracing histories and community symbols. People belong to 
the land and therefore land helps construct social identity and provides dignity. Land is also 
the basis of group consciousness (South African Anglican Theological Commission 1995:13). 
Brueggemann asserts that land, blessings and security are not only items for economic 
transactions, but they belong to a wider context of communal relationships with a moral 
dimension (Brueggemann 1995:237). It is important that the church appreciates the complexity 
of land, and how this informs place identity. Place attachment is indicated by place identity. 
The intricacy of the inter-relationships needs to be understood, and place attachment provides 
a useful insight into the different role players that inform the meanings ascribed to the land. 
Based on the acknowledgement that land is a gift from God to the whole of creation, it is 
important that the church chooses a sacramental way of relating to the land as the means to 
existence and livelihood (Tsele & Butler 2013:44). Following Brueggemann’s (2002) analysis 
of the trajectory through Scripture, landedness (grasping land) leads to landlessness, and land, 
when received, should be stewarded well and held lightly. The failure of many land reform 
projects illustrates how landedness can often lead to landlessness. On the other hand, 
landlessness is a prerequisite to receiving land, but this is discussed in the section below. 
The rural-urban circular migratory patterns that continue within post-Apartheid South Africa 
add a further complexity to the understanding of land. Although many urban people may not 
want to live on their ancestral lands in view of more lucrative urban opportunity, the connection 
with the cultural heritage and identity is still important (South African Anglican Theological 
Commission 1995:13). In many instances the “homeland” is supported by urban remittances.   
Reparation is therefore complex, but necessary in order to restore relationships. The importance 
of justice, as pertaining to restitution for the dispossessed, was highlighted by both Chapman 
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and Maluleke. The church has a unique opportunity to demonstrate how a richer understanding 
of land and place attachment can enhance the opportunity for success. 
4.6.3.  The Role of the Poor 
Philpott and Butler argue that an economic development model for land reform will not 
transform land and agriculture along biblical and ethical lines. Due to both global and local 
economic interests and ideologies, the real priorities of reform are being directed away from 
the interests of the poor. In this context, the Christian Church in South Africa should assume a 
prophetic role and speak for the interests of the poor (Philpott & Butler 2004:18). The church 
needs a pro-poor (Lazarus) perspective to recognise the real root of the problem, and to get to 
the heart of the Christian responsibility. Brueggemann encourages an interface of biblical faith 
with the cause of the dispossessed: “The essential restlessness of our world is the voice of the 
dispossessed demanding a share of the land. And that restlessness is the precise echo of the 
biblical voice of the poor” (Brueggemann 2002:205).  
However, ideology informs and shapes action.  
“It is likely that our theological problem in the church is that our gospel is a 
story believed, shaped and transmitted by the dispossessed; and we are now a 
church of possessions for whom the rhetoric of the dispossessed is offensive and 
their promise is irrelevant. And we are left to see if it is possible for us again to 
embrace solidarity with the dispossessed” (Brueggemann 2002:206).  
The church has yet to face how odd and discomforting is the biblical affirmation that God wills 
land for God’s people and God will take it from others for the sake of the poor. Because we 
have failed to maintain the land/landless dialectic, we are immobilized on the issue without 
power to invite the landed to landlessness or to include the landless in the land. It is critically 
important that the church listens to the poor and encourages them to participate in decision-
making, learning from the life experience that is offered. Creative methodologies may be useful 
to extract and embrace the indigenous knowledge.  
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4.6.4.  Sustainable Livelihoods 
While ownership does not necessarily address poverty, access to land is a prerequisite because 
it provides the platform for livelihoods. Historically, land reform has focussed on commercial 
agricultural projects in rural areas, but it is recognised that the poor typically use multiple 
livelihood strategies, subsistence agriculture being only one component to obtain food security. 
Furthermore, not all land should be developed or cultivated or grazed. An Environmental 
Impact Assessment is useful to provide guidance on sustainable use of the land, preserving 
natural vegetation where possible, especially endangered and endemic habitats. The 
contribution of local knowledge, with guidance in terms of alternative non-traditional and high-
value agricultural options is important in determining appropriate sustainable livelihoods. 
Place attachment is indicated by dependence on the land. 
If the land is understood as a gift from God, then it is more likely to be nurtured, preserved and 
willingly shared with others. Brueggemann quotes Wendell Berry: “any society is likely to 
treat its land the same way that it treats it women” (Brueggemann 2002:xxii) When land is 
regarded as blessed creation, it evokes a wisdom on how to live well and responsibly in the 
land. With the scourge of Gender Based Violence in South Africa, the stewardship and 
sustainability of land is doubtful, unless there is a greater reverence for the land. 
4.6.5.  Opportunity Beckons 
Although different churches have different ideologies and historical contexts, the Church has 
a unique opportunity to be part of the process of transformation (Tsele & Butler 2013:42, South 
African Anglican Theological Commission 1995:12). By directly addressing the land question, 
Christianity can speak out against existing inequalities (Brueggemann 2002:205). For 
Makgoba (2018a), the importance of place cannot be ignored, and the Church has a 
responsibility to lead by example, allowing people to work out locally-appropriate solutions.  
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For Maluleke (2013:64), the question of the church and its land is ultimately a theological one 
that needs to be worked out in relationship and in context. The opportunities for the Church 
relating to theology and the associated challenges are perhaps best summarized in the words of 
Brueggemann: 
“While the issues are complex, few things have contributed more to our wrong 
understandings of theology that our false spiritual interpretation of Scripture that 
has made landlessness a virtue instead of a condition for receiving land. And 
from that interpretation has come the notion of poverty (landlessness) as a 
virtue. We have so interpreted the Bible away from its agenda and so focused 
on spiritual matters that we have not caught the power of its claim or the richness 
of it dialectic. Not only have we failed to hear the gospel with its staggering 
promise but we have, perhaps unwittingly, embraced the status quo inequities 
of landlessness and landedness” (Brueggemann 2002:205).  
Philpott and Butler (2004:2) contended that the Bible does not provide a blueprint for solving 
South Africa’s land question. Indeed, the Bible does not provide a blueprint for many modern 
issues. However, through the lens of Place Attachment, insight into the relationships between 
people, place and process in Psalm 37 and Matthew 5 highlight the significance of place 
attachment, and the role of place identity and place dependence in understanding and resolving 
conflict.    
4.7.  SUMMARY 
An overview of the land reform programme in South Africa provides insight into place 
attachment in the South African context and the challenges associated with the land reform 
process. Place Attachment can inform the practicalities and pragmatics of land reform, e.g. 
taking time, and listening to stories about land which can shape how land reform alternatives 
are explored.  
The modern authors on land recognise the materiality of land and the way in which it reveals 
God in the world – shaping the inhabitants and being shaped by them. While the complexities 
of place identity and place dependence are understood by the modern authors, the process of 
attachment doesn’t feature. Modern authors go some way towards providing an outline of place 
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attachment – acknowledging that it is more than economics and history. However, the 
framework provided by Scannell and Gifford for understanding and evaluating place 
attachment give a clearer and more nuanced way of informing this debate. 
Based on the analysis of the South African land reform context and the contributions of the 
modern authors to the international and local theological discourse, key findings for the 
Anglican Church of Southern Africa emerge to guide the engagement with the land reform 
process: 
 Reality check – the land reform process has had very limited success, and lessons learned 
should guide the church’s strategy; 
 Appreciate the complexity of the land – it is storied place, and place attachment can 
provide valuable insight into the dynamics; 
 Acknowledge the role of the poor and the responsibility of the church towards the 
dispossessed; 
 Investigate sustainable livelihood strategies, recognising that it goes further than 
agriculture, particularly in terms of urban land; 
 Use the opportunity to make a difference – contributing to redressing the injustices of the 
past, supporting economic growth and reducing poverty. 
In the words of Wendell Berry, “You cannot save the land apart from the people, or the people 
apart from the land”. The land and the people are inextricably linked and inter-dependent. A 
strategy to address the issue of church land necessarily needs to deal with both the people 
component and the place component – one cannot be addressed in isolation. The affected 
people need to have a voice in the future of the land, and provided with skills and support in 
order to steward it well. The framework of Place Attachment provides a useful insight into the 




FINAL CONCLUSIONS AND FINDINGS 
“What does the Lord require of you?  
To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God” – Micah 6:8  
5.1.  INTRODUCTION 
The prophet Micah explained to Israel the attitude and behaviour that Yahweh expected of the 
people of Israel. Although this verse was likely to be written during the late Exilic and early 
post-Exilic time, it is consistent with the wise behaviour encouraged of the in-group expressed 
in Psalm 37, and the behaviour expected of the “blessed” in the Beatitudes. 
However, this behaviour is not just a prescription for interactions with other humans, but given 
the interconnectedness of people and God’s land, it is also the requirement of how people 
should interact with the earth in terms of the pressing need for sustainable and efficient land 
reform in South Africa, given the insights gleaned from the framework provided by Place 
Attachment. 
5.2.  PURPOSE OF STUDY AND OVERVIEW 
A dialectical relationship exists between people and land and is at the heart of Material Religion 
cum Place Attachment. Material religion recognises the meanings ascribed to land by people, 
and within this broad topic, Scannell and Gifford (2014), augmented by Sebastien (2020), 
provide a framework for understanding and evaluating Place Attachment. Place is shaped by 
its inhabitants, but place also shapes the inhabitants as it mediates the meanings ascribed to it. 
Through inter-personal and community relationships, affect, cognition and behaviour, a 
context for place attachment is created. This is reinforced through the regular ritualisation and 
intensive interpretation of material religion. People make place, but place is a co-creator in who 
people become. Therefore, land is key in shaping the subject of identity. In the words of Habel 
(1995), the land does not belong to the people, but the people belong to the land.  
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People who have historical connections, positive experiences with the land and perceive it as a 
gift from God are likely to have high levels of place identity. People who are dependent on the 
land for their survival are likely to have high levels of place dependence which often translates 
to a tendency towards place preservation. High place identity and high place dependence 
represent a high level of place attachment. 
Psalm 37 is an instructional psalm, composed in the wisdom tradition. Scholarship inclines 
towards a post-Exilic dating. However, the context of factional tensions and injustice between 
(the Jewish) people is universal. Land had agency and was animated by interpretation. The out-
group was in possession of the land, but the in-group identified strongly with it, and felt 
aggrieved by the “wicked” behaviour of the out-group. The author(s) were encouraging 
continued “righteous” behaviour of the in-group who were frustrated at the apparent injustices. 
The largely poor, rural and agrarian economy at the time meant that the inhabitants were 
dependent on the land (affected by climate and other external factors such as wars) to survive. 
Place attachment was high for both the in-group (in hope) and the out-group (in possession), 
although the author(s) was sympathetic towards the in-group. A strong argument is presented 
for understanding the land literally, but recent scholarship suggests including a more symbolic 
understanding of the land that may be helpful to mediate the hopes of inheriting land.  
The concept of land is broadened to include all the earth in the Beatitudes. In Matthew 5:1-12 
Jesus’ quoted from Psalm 37 with regard to inheriting the land/earth, but reinterpretation of the 
land was necessary to make sense of the different context within which the Matthean 
community found itself. Widespread poverty and oppression were common in the first century 
Roman world. Jesus’ teachings offered reassurance and consolation to the poor, marginalised 
and oppressed, offering them relief from harsh realities of daily imperial life with a radical, 
counter-cultural and eschatological wisdom and lifestyle. Jesus was encouraging people to 
hope that they would become the possessors of the land to which they were attached, wherever 
that might be. 
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Since the Gospel of Matthew was only written in the aftermath of 70 CE and the destruction of 
the Temple in Jerusalem, this created further nuances in the text as it was recorded. The Temple 
had been one of the key material objects that had formed the basis for ritual and Jewish identity. 
The loss of the Temple and widespread dispossession of land had amplified the loss of place 
identity. A reinterpretation to include the earth allowed the embrace of a broader eschatological 
understanding.  It allowed for increased insideness – the land to which they could be attached 
could be anywhere on the earth, and the inheritance would be far greater in time to come. The 
reinterpretation of Jesus’ teachings to embrace the eschatological also increased place 
dependence with an increased awareness of the inter-connectedness of all living creatures.  
The authors of the ancient texts recognised the materiality of land and the benefits of place 
attachment, and therefore encouraged attachment with the land. When people did not have land, 
the attachment provided hope and encouragement, and prevented anarchy and lawlessness. 
Land/earth is reinterpreted in the Beatitudes to include the eschatological and to include all the 
earth, not just Israel. 
The modern authors recognised the cognitive-emotional bonds of material religion informed 
by ideology and ancestry. Wright, Habel and Brueggemann provided some acknowledgement 
of place attachment, but they did not elaborate on the processes or psychological benefits of 
place attachment. However, the modern authors provided valuable contributions to land 
(de)attachment with their focus on the land loss aspect of place attachment. Brueggemann 
highlighted the plight of the marginalised and recognised the emotional impact of moving form 
storied place to history-less space. 
Similar to the international discourse on the theology of land, Maluleke and Tsele and Butler 
have recognised the materiality of land as mediating the relationship between God and God’s 
people, and simultaneously both shaping and being shaped by the inhabitants.  
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Understandably, the South African authors have focussed on the past injustices that have 
resulted in inequality and dispossession, but have not given much attention to future situations 
that might create place loss in the process of redressing land ownership. Place detachment 
occurs when there is dispossession. When the inhabitant willingly moves from the land, the 
place loss that is experienced is much less profound that when land is expropriated without 
compensation. Chapman (2015) argued that justice is important when redressing historic land 
dispossession. 
For Tsele and Butler, land requires a sacramental way of relating to it. The provision of an 
outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace, and the African indigenous 
spirituality affirms the materiality of land and its intrinsic value. Place identity is linked to 
history. Following Brueggemann, land is a gift that should be stewarded well. A focus on 
sustainability provides an opportunity for multiple livelihood strategies and increased place 
dependence for the poor and marginalised.  
Although the land reform programme in South Africa has been politically expedient and 
necessary to contribute towards addressing injustices, the failure of many projects provides a 
sober warning that the land issue is complex. Land is so much more than an economic good to 
be transferred, but it is heaving with multi-layered meanings and expectations that are ascribed 
to it by various role players. Brueggemann’s dialectic of grasp and gift as an attitude towards 
land sounds a warning to the politically connected elite who have usurped the land reform 
process in favour of the poor and dispossessed. Land should be stewarded in a sustainable and 
respectful manner, as a gift from God, and as a worthy inheritance for future generations.     
The South African church acquired land for Christian mission, but this was entangled with 
colonialism. For inhabitants on church land, there is often a dynamic of co-dependence. 
Reparation is complex, but justice is necessary to restore relationships with one another, God 
and the land. 
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5.3.  FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
For the purposes of redressing past wrongs of historic land dispossession, justice is important. 
Based on the research using the framework of Material Religion cum Place Attachment, it is 
not a simple economic exchange, and this should be borne in mind by those involved in the 
land reform process. The land reform process should acknowledge place attachment within its 
processes that may include attaching to a new piece of land (for the beneficiaries) or detaching 
from land (for those from whom land is expropriated, and to a lesser extent, those who choose 
to sell their land). 
Land as a social, cultural and ontological resource has facilitated the creation of social and 
cultural identity over time. Land will have different meanings to different individuals and also 
different groups of people. It is also important to note that the meanings ascribed to land can 
be reinterpreted over time – as was the case of the author(s) of Matthew’s Gospel reinterpreting 
Psalm 37.  
The study of Psalm 37 and Matthew 5:1-12 also indicated that attachment is not necessarily 
dependent on ownership, although this may contribute towards place attachment. In both of the 
ancient texts, the audience did not have ownership of the land, but the attachment to the land 
provided hope and encouraged a righteous and wise (often counter-cultural) lifestyle. The 
ancient texts illustrated that people have a stronger attachment to the land if they recognise the 
spirituality of the land and are dependent on it. Perhaps the fact that ownership is not a 
prerequisite of place attachment enables the implementation of Brueggemann’s dialectic of gift 
and grasp such that land is held lightly and with respect. It may be useful to understand land as 
a sacrament – an outward and visible sign as an inward and spiritual grace.  
The narrative of the land is often driven by those in power, but it is important to listen to the 
voice of the dispossessed, especially those who have historical connections with the land. In 
this regard it is important to think about how best to engage the poor and dispossessed (and 
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voiceless). Engaging with material religion and the meanings that are ascribed to the land aids 
an understanding of place perception and place identity. By building place identity, place 
attachment is increased, which results in increased inclination towards place preservation. 
Both Psalm 37 and Matthew 5:1-12 broaden the concept of inheritance with regard to land. On 
a global scale, being able to positively contribute to an inheritance of the earth requires radical 
and proactive initiatives that address climate change. Agriculture (particularly large-scale 
commercial agriculture) may not be the best option for using the land, especially in a water-
scarce country. Earth (nature, but including domesticated land) now is not only a “commodity” 
(Brueggemann 1984:136) but a living “community”. Responsible stewardship of land links to 
place preservation and place dependence. Stewardship should be key to any future land use, 
whether part of a land reform programme or not.  
The natural tendency of migration towards urban areas and the opportunities and amenities that 
are available should not be neglected. The landless, poor and marginalised are often 
concentrated on the urban fringe in informal settlements. For land reform to have an impact it 
cannot continue to narrowly define land as a rural and agricultural issue, but should include 
urban areas.  
The church should lead the way as a disrupter of inequality. As a significant landholder, it is 
important for the church to consider its role in addressing the injustices of the poor and the 
dispossessed, particularly those who have attachment to the land in its possession. The church 
also has a responsibility to model stewardship, so that the land is sustainably used for future 
generations, particularly given the increasing challenges associated with climate change. The 
church has the freedom to use the wisdom of place attachment to address the revaluation of the 
land it has inherited. 
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5.4.  POSSIBILITIES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 
The use of the analytical framework provided by Material Religion cum Place Attachment 
provides a useful window into the South African land reform context and the church’s response 
to land. Psalm 37 and Matthew 5:1-12 provide an interesting insight to how the ancient authors 
recognised place attachment. However, there is more work to be done in this regard. In 
particular, the following possibilities exist for further research: 
 The theology of land could be further developed to acknowledge the roles of place 
attachment, place identity and place dependence, particularly in terms of responsibility 
towards the earth.  
 In view of Brueggemann’s gift and grasp dialectic, further research on developing an 
understanding of place loss and dispossession could contribute to the land reform debate;  
 An understanding of place attachment and place detachment can inform a more sensitive 
and responsible approach to land reform, especially in terms of urban land reform and the 
needs of the urban poor; 
 Develop tools that can be used to capture and understand the different meanings assigned 
to land. Especially important are tools that will hear the voice of the voiceless and 
dispossessed.  
 The church should engage creatively with those who are attached to its land, in both the 
rural and urban areas, to ascertain examples of good practice in terms of sustainably using 
land and addressing the needs of the poor and marginalised. 
5.5.  CONCLUSION 
The survey of Psalm 37 and Matthew 5 has demonstrated how divine promise (gift) strengthens 
a sense of place attachment in the possessors of the land as well as the dispossessed. The survey 
of the modern authors, and the theological commentators on South African Land Reform in 
contemporary South Africa, mirror the findings about place attachment emerging from the 
ancient texts. This suggests that Land Reform practices in South Africa would benefit greatly 
from understanding Material Religion’s elucidation of the processes of place attachment and 
loss. 
139 
The advice of the prophet Micah to “act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your 
God” (Micah 6:8) is a fitting conclusion to this research on land. Wise and righteous attitudes, 
as taught in Psalm 37 and Matthew 5:1-12, require behaviour that embraces justice, mercy, and 
an acknowledgement of God’s presence and gift. An understanding of the framework for place 
attachment allows the roles of people, place and psychological processes to be acknowledged. 
Attention to place identity and the resultant place attachment (not necessarily ownership) 
encourages an increased tendency towards place preservation and sustainable actions with 
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